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Most sorrowfully 
DEDICATED 


lo Ihe Memory 
of India’s Counlless Millions 
Who 

during the last days of Their exislence 
sufjered the most agonising torture 
of a lardy Death , 

Not in the fnirsnU of any High Ideal 
Nor fo) any Noble Cause 
Nor jor any Fault of Their Oiun 
e.xcefn that, 

They were born and- lived under a peculiar 
Political Social and Economic System 
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Thera they stand, heads botOad, 

Male ; on their pale faces chronicled the suffering 
Of many centuries ; on their shoulders they bear burdens 
Which grow ; carrying on, slowly, till life holds. 

And then they pass them on to the children, for generations. 
Fate they do not curse, nor complain, remembering the gods ; 
Men they do not blame, nor cherish any pity of love 
For themselves ; only a few grains of food they glean. 

And their tormented lives, somehow, keep aZiue- 
When even that meagre food someone robs. 

Or hurts their life in blind might’s cruel oppression. 

They know not to whose door they will turn for justice ; 
Calling on the God of the Poor, for once, in their heaving sighs. 
Silently they die. 

—Rabindranath Tagore 
LTraiiblated, by Dr. Ainiya Cliakravarly 1 



PREFACE 


ConsoLous as 1 am of my own shortcoiiiinas I had never 
had any intention of wriliug a book on Famines in Bengal. 
Stray articles written for newspapeis and periodicals and kept 
in a file assumed a moderate size in the course of a few niondis. 
At first 1 Ihoushl of jirinting the articles in one volume and 
* presenting it to the public as a record of the famine and the 
causes that, in my opinion, led to the disaster. But on a careful 
pemsal it was found necessarj', before publication, to revise 
them with a view to avoiding repetition of ideas and facts which 
had become aImo.st inevitable, written as the articles were on 
different occasions and for different jouniahs and ncwspajicns. 
It was an extremely difficult task as most nf these articles had 
to be rewritten and given ii new shape. Some notes, which 
had not been written previously, had to be inserted hurriedly 
to deal with the subject, particularly the Famine of 1043, iti 
all its aspects. The rostilt is the present volume, "Famines in 
Bengal, 1770— 1943 -” 

1 confess that 1 imve not been able to do full justice to tlic 
subject because it involves a very careful handling and faithful 
exposition of a number of factors. My knowledge of the English 
language is limited and I have not been able to express my 
thoughts and ideas in the manner in which they ought to have 
been expressed. Further, I am Ill-suited to Uie heavy task for 
the verj' simple reason that I have not yet been able, and I do 
not think I shall ever be, to get over the shock of the piathetic 
and gruesome scenes that were enacted before my eyes in the 
streets and on the pavements of Calcutta as well as in the 
countryside. These scenes still haunt and even torment me day 
and night in my lonely hours. The piteous Wail of the starving 
and ailing humanity that rent the skies of Bengal during the 
months of May to November 1943, still seems to pursue me 
even in the midst of the din and bustle of the city life. Fen 
fails to function when the heart is overwhelmed. And these 
are some of the reasons why, inspite of the best endeavour on 
iny part, the book expresses only a tithe of what I felt in my 
heart. * 

At best 1 have tried to keep a record, or ratjier a short 
summary, of some of the facts that were published in the news- 
papers, particularlir in ‘The Statesman*, 'The Ararila Bazar 
Fatrika’, ‘The Hindusthan Sfandard’, 'Ananda Bazar Patrika’, 
‘Juipantar* and ‘Dainik Basumati,* The 'Commerce* of Bomb^ 
has been freely consulted. Other newspapers and periodicals 
have also been drawn upon’ but tliey do not require special 
jueiition. Besides the information thtts collected, therq are other 
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matters whicK have not yet seen, not aie ever likely to sec, ilic 
light of day. Naturally, therefore, a hook written while the 
shadow of famine is still broodiirg over us is hound to he in- 
complete and should have awaited imblication till a fiitiue date. 
Rut, seen from another angle, such a book is nucessmy and 
the time is opportune foi collecting information and keeping it 
on record. When it wall be lime to wiito a coinpiehensive 
history of the famine of io43) most of the contemporary new’s- 
papers and peiiodicals may not be readily available to the 
historian and the labour involved in ransacking ‘old’ records 
may act as a deterrent to any attempt at collecting and con- 
sulting ’them. For such future historians has this book been 
written and it may be of sonie value to tlioiii If others find any 
pleasiue or reap any benefit from a pentsal of the book, that 
would be an additional source of gratification to me. 

1 have tried to present a background of the present famine 
by a study of records of the past famines in Bengal. I have 
stiai'cd no pains to get at the original reports that have lieen 
long forgotten oi are lying under a thick layer of dust in the 
Imperial Recoids. T am .sure a careful perusal of the main 
chapter, ‘Boiigal Families -a thudy’, pnldishcd in the 
‘Hindti.slhau iilaiidard’, I’ltia Number, 1043, will show ihal all 
the sins of omission .and conunission disceiiiible in tackling 
famines that involved great loss of life in the iiast, were repeated 
ill every detail, while tlio tueasuros that w'oi-e able to avert 
great calamities, such as those of 1873*74; were either over- 
looked or completely ignored. It is a great pity that the valuable 
reconiniciidations ba.scd on experience and contained in the 
records now in the possession of the Central and the Fvovincinl 
Govermiients w'erc not carefully studied nor acted upon in time. 
If the present volume cim be of any help to the authorities that 
be in the matter of indicating practical steps that are to be 
adapted in future in the light of experience gained in 1943, I 
shall think that iny labours in w'riting the book have been 
amply iwarded. 

In my view this is not a hisioty but only a chronicle Of 
events. In writing this book I have all along tried to keep 
myself strictly confined to the published, or more conrectly 
'censor pa.ssed’ version of facts and statements, proceedings of 
' the I/egislative bodies in India, etc It is, at most, just a partial 
record of the tremendous calamity that ravaged Bengal in 1943 . 
Photographs of actual life have been iiublished by the courtesy 
of ‘The Amrita Bazar Patrika’, the ‘Hindusthan Standard’, and 
‘The Statesman’ to enable tlic future generations to be con- 
vinced of the autbenticity of the indescribable miseries from 
which the people suffered, and of whiph only a small fraction 
has been, recorded in this book. 

I anj ind.ebted to my friends who have helped me in vaHoue 



ways iu bringing otiL tliisi book. I am gralefuk to the Bditors 
of the ‘PorwarcV, and the ‘Hmdnbthan Standard’ and particularly 
to Shri Kedar Nath Chattel ji, Editor, ‘The Modern Review’, 
who published iny articles month after month at considerable 
sacrifice of the interests of the Journal in these days of ‘quotas’ 
and ‘controls’ of paper, llis courage is all tlie more commend- 
able in view of the fact that he took the almost certain risk of 
incun'ing the displeasure of the authorities. My friend, 
Sj. Sailendra Krishna Kaha, M.A., also of “The Modern 
Review’’ deserves thanks for encouraging me in writing the 
series for the Journal and exhorting me to go on till I had 
finished. 

I owe a deep debt of gratitude to my e.steemed friend, Shri 
Raj Kumar Bose, Attorney-at-Laiv, who by his sincere love 
and affection for me has commanded my sincere respect and 
has come to be looked upon as an cider brother, for going 
through the mauuscript and ellccling valuable changes in the 
book. My friend, Shri Jagadindn Bagchi, M.A,, Hoad Reader 
of Sri Gouranga I’ress, so much identified him.self with the views 
expressed in this book Unit he took special care, as is only 
possible iu an author, in suggesting improvcauenls in the text 
and coiTccting the proofs of the entire book and 1 shall be 
failing in my duty if I do not expres.s my sincere thanks to him. 

I owe an apology to the Editors of newspapers and journals, 
especially to the Editor, ‘'J'he Stalcbuian', and also to the auUiors 
of the books on famine, for quoting passages in exlenso from 
their writings without pertni.s.sion. It was not possible for me 
to approach them individually for the purpose and while I 
sincerely hope that they will excuse me for my remissness they 
will accept my apologies offered to them from the bottom of 
my heart. 

As the book could not be published before April 1944, a 
chapter dealing with the conditions prevailing in the country in 
the early part of the year has been added to make the record 
up-to-date. 

The readers will i>lca.se excuse the few errors that have 
crept into the book, 


Auihor. 

6 , Raja Basanta Ray Road, 

Kalighat B.O., 

Calcutta, the idt May, 1944 . 



“Ncml)i 200 iniUwH',' of l>coplr livint' u life of rhiouK 
\iaivation and of the most abicet tgnoianci, i>iim and silent in 
their stiffciing, mlhovl zest in life, 'dulhout comfoit and enjoy- 
ment, without hope ot ambition, living because they wcic born 
into the woild, and dying because life could no longer be kepi 
in the body ” — G. Subramania Iyer 

"It is a high liagedy that in a rouiihv like ours wilh Us 
abundance of foodstuffs, an eyleiistvc svstein of lailwnys and 
vast resources of (lovcmment both Cential and Pwvincial, Iheie 
should be deaths due to slaivafion ” — Pandil Mmlan Molian 
Malav’ya, Kenarcs, Aiigiist jo. iq/j^. 

I 
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Millions of famished wielches died in the stnigglc to live 
through the few inteivening weeks that separated them from 
the harvest, theii last gaze being fixed on the densely coveted 
fields Lhat would npen only a little loo l&ie far ihciiu " — Hwjjter, 
“Annals of Rural Bengal”. 
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"A grim bul nol enitiely uncommon 'speciacle in Hast 
Bengal torday is to find a whitened skeleton in the corner of 
a field hearing the richest lici ciop iv half a centuiy." — ^Thn^s 
of India Special CorrespoHdcirl, Novcm 1 >er in, 1C43. 


‘Tfee present populaljoii is nearly W miiljons,— -/IwZ/joj-, 
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FAMINES IN BENGAL 

1770-1943 

FAMINE RELIE1< MEASURES DURING THE 
MOGHUL PERIOD 

From ihc time the arlininistratioti of tlie couiitiy was 
taken uj-> by the East India Company we have recoids of the 
sevcial famines that \isiied India at dihcicni periods ol 
tlieii rule and also ol ihe dclails ol (he measures adopted 
lor allevitiUou ol du' dihticss ol (he people. It may be 
]ui>]vly nUcicsting and piohtablc to study them by coin- 
jiaiison with those uiKlerrakcn in ilic Badshahi Amal — the 
U'ginie of the Moj^luil Ftnpciois. Theic was a great personal 
toiuh in sutli allaiis wlikli is quite absent with the British 
Rulers, rosiding six thousand miles away from the places 
ol octurreiuc. 

For the leigu ol Emperor Shahjehan (Fauiiuc in the 
Bomliay Piosidenty in 1629-30) the following eloquent 
testimony is on record: 

“For two successive years the rains failed and the 
mortality and depopulation caused Iheieby were vciy great 
The Bniperoi Shah Jelian uas thou at Eurhanpur. ... He 
ordered poor houses to be opened at Buihanpur, Surat and 
Ahmodabad for the relief of the famished, and food and money 
distributed. All taxes were remitted for two years,*’ 

Next wc come to the reign of Emperor Aurang^seb 
(Report of past famine In the N.-W. Provinces by Girdle 
stone, Allahabad, 1868) and the famine of 1661: 

“Auiaugzeb personally superintended the relief of hij! 
sublcctSj one of his plans being to bring gram on a large scale 
from Bengal and the l^unjab. . , . Several things tend to prove 
that the calamity was severe. The Emperor opened bis trertsixry 
and granted money without stint. He gave every encourage- 
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niciit to the iiii])ortation of coin tuul eithei sold it ut i educed 
liriccs or distributed it Kratiiitously aiuoiiast those who were 
too poor to pay. I-Ic al&o promptly acknowdedned the iicces 
.sity ol reniittinfi the rcnlii of Ins ciiltivalor.s and relieved them for 
the tune being fiom the burden of othei taxes. The veinaculai 
chronicles of the period attribute the salvation of millions ol 
lives, and the preservation of many piovinccs, to his strenuous 
exertions.” 

He (Alaingir) w'as ably seconded by at lea.st one of the 
great Hindu chiefs of the time, the Maharana of Udaipur. 
(Col. Brooke’s Report — ^Famine in 1868-9): 

"The first famine in Raiputana, the account of which, in 
consequence of its intensity, has been handed down to ns in 
writing, and not by tradition, occurred in (Sainbat T717) 
A.D. 1661 . The memorial of it is prciierved m the heiuiliful 
marble bund' erected at Kankrovvli in Meywar at an expense 
of a million sterling by the Mnha Rana Raj Miugli of 
Oodeypore to .save his people during the dire ciilaniity. 'I'liu 
fairy-like structure of the rich ornnincntcd inarhle was thrown 
across the course of a stream which forces its way through a 
range of hills. The famine-slticken were employed in raising 
a long earthen bund, about throe miles in length, to retain the 
W'atcr which would otherwi.se have escaped in Hull direction, 
A noble w'ork with nobler object and of more bcauiifnl execu- 
tion was never conceived by human intellect. The record is 
inscritjgd on a tablet let into the face of the Imud ihself, and 
the description carved in it may serve for the fearful time which 
Raiputana has just passed through.” 


* Mr. Brooke’s Note : — It may be interesting and ii.seful to bring 
together here some notices I have been able to find, of relief works 
_ bemg started by native governments, in order to give employment to 
famine-stricken people. Maior Powlett writes {p. tO of hie reply from 
Eotah) ; “A foinier Raja of Bifcanir was spoken of who employed people 
during a famine m building a fort and kept the work going ,at nigbt 
as well as by day, to enable respectable people to couje and earn grain 
Without sliatne, I notice that Dr. Moore speaks of its being a rare 
thing in old times for Dmbars to set relief works going, as he has 
heard of but one old work attributed to famine relief, I do not think 
this is quite correct j for in Ulwar I can call to mmd several such old 
works. In Kolah, too. there are instances and pfobobly an iuHmale 
knowledge Of any State would reveal similar works.” 



FAMINES IN BENGAL— A STUDY 


During the British Rule, India has had 22 ‘Famines' 
excluding severe ‘Scarcities'. Famine was not declared by 
the Government in 19-13 though the conditions were 
more severe than in most of the previous famines in India. 
Out of these 23, Bengal suffered in seven either alone or 
along with some other province or provinces in 1770, 1783, 
1866, 1873-74, 1892, 1897 and in 1943. 

The rules contained in Chapter III of the Bengal 
Famine Code 

"refer priiiiarily to the preliminary stapo of a larpe famine, but 
they should al.so ))c followed in dcaliiip with prolonped distress." 

Section r).*) of the Code says that 

“when all jtrepara titans (for iiieetiiip a fmninc or iirolotiMed 
distrchs) have been niudo," 

the District Officer .shtntld wait upon events and devote 
himself to careful observation. If he finds that prices cou- 
liiiuc to rise the following indications should carefully be 
watched for: 

(r) The contraction of i)rivatc charity indicated by the 

wandering' of paupers ; 

(а) Contraction of credit ; 

(3) Feverish activity ht the grain trade ; 

(4) Restlesisness shown in an increase of crime ; 

(s) XTnusual movements of flocks and herds in search of 

pasturage ; 

(б) Unusual wandering of people ; 

(7) Increased activity in emigration. 

' no you look upon "wandering” as a symptom of danger ? Do 
yon know whether it is possible to prevent it ; if so, how?” asked 
Mr. J. Caird, Pomine Commissioner, 1878-79, and in reply Sir Richard 
Temple, die then Governor of Bombay, said: “Yes, certainly; perha;p» 
the most imminent symptom of danger that can possibly appear itj 
limes of famine. It is always followed by mischief more or^less grave; 
it is often the precursor of mortality; probably more mortality happens 

in this way than in any other With all classes (excepting 

aadJuis, habitual wanderers, etc.) the best prevention of wandering is 
the timely preparation of a framework of village relief. ... If the 
prevent ioti be early, prompt and efRcient, the wandering will be stopped.” 
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famines in EKNCtAE 


The people of Bengal, in evoiy pait ol fhe proAincc, 
knew from experience that these signs weie not it cable 
everywhere. 

In dealing with the history oi past lainines in Bengal 
one can sec a unilormity in the method ol tackling the 
problem adopted by the authorities at pciiods separated by 
decades and centuries. Without much comment I shall 
proceed tvith each famine in Bengal leaving the readers to 
find for themselves the similarity that exists in these relief 
measures between one another. 

The Famine Commissioners' UTOie about the faniiiir 

of mo\ 

“In October, lyftg, very gloomy rcpoits were received from 
Behar niid North Bengal. In November tlic Colleclor-Oenera] 
‘saa- an alarming iirospecl of the province hceoming desolate’ 
ami the Giovernmcnt wrote homo (Novemher a.s) to the Court 
of Directors in the most alarming terms. 'I'liey resolve<l to 
lay n]i a six months’ store of grain lor their trooiis and sent 
in Deceinher to Dacca and Backengunj to huj’ rice lor Behar. 
. ... In 1770 the distress was acwtcsl in Beluir ; efforts v\’ere 
made, not very successrully, to ohliiin grain from llu* British 
Officers at Allahabad and Pv/ahacl ; but it is probable that 
tiiivatc trade wa.s active.’’ 

We know from Mr. Hunter’s rc])ort that 

“the whole administration was accused of dealing in grain for 
their private advantage.'' It tvas <in vain that the Court of 


* The Comnnssioii was appointed bv a resoUition of the Government 
of India, dated tlie 16th May, 1878. The Commission comprised 
Mafor Genertd Slrochey, H. S. CuiininBhnm, J Caird, ti. Ballard, 
(i, M. Batten, J B. Peile, Rangacharlu, Malmdev Wasudev llarve, and 
C, A. Elliott, Secretary. 

» “Between 1789 aitd 1770 Uw English manufactured a famine by 
buying up all the rice and refusing to sell it again except at n tahuloua 
price.*’— Karl Marx ; 'Capital’, p. 777 (Swan SoUneuschein, & Co. JAd., 
1006). 

The folloy(ing ia quoted from, tlie Amrita Baw Patrlka, October 0, 
1943 : “Mr. Beveridge, the historian, remarks : 'Before the , famine 
reached its heiglrt, almost all the rice in the country was bought Up 
by the aefvants of tlie Company.’ Not only rice, Mr. Beverjdge might 
have added, but also all the seeds. "The Gomosthaa of English gentle- 
men, not only monopolised grain, Imi compelled the poor ryoUs to sell 
even the seetls requisite for the next harvest,” (Aubtit’a “British 
Power”). ' 
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Dil'tiClor.s wiote one indiftiiaiit loller after another cleuianding 
the names of the culprits.*’ The ‘Court’ alho deplored “the 
corruption and rapacity of our servants’’ during fanune. 

TIic Taminc Commissioners’ Report further goes on: 

“In Central and Southern Bengal the period of greatest 
inlensity was from June to Sepleinbcr. . . . For several days 
tliere was not a grain to he purchased.” 

The measures adopted by the Government to 

“relieve distress seem, compared with modern ideas, to have 
been very insufficient.” 

As on many other ofcasions 

"they i.shucd a proclnmalion aguin.'-l ‘hoarding and huj'ing up 
grain,” 

with wlial result \vc do not know. But if tve are allowed* 
to judge l)y the cllVcts of the famine, wo must say that the 
prcMlauiaiion was treated vmy lightly by iho.se for whom it 
was meant. With regard to circcts of the famine, the 
Rcjiori stiys; 

‘"I'he loss to the country in material wealth cannot he 
calouUited j the los.s of life is believed to have been greater than 
has occurred in any .subseciuenl or historical famine. In the 
north of runtenli the Fnropean supervisors believed that half 
the ryots were dead ; the Resident of Bchar calculffted the 
famine mortality at 200,000 in May ; the Resident of Murshida- 
bacl in June estimated that by that time three-eighths of the 
population of the province had died ; in July 500 died daily 
in that town ; in Birbhmn ‘many hundreds of villages are 
entirely depopulated and even in large towns not a fourth of 
the houses are inhabited,’ .... The estimate made by the 
Council in November, 1772, and ofibcially reported after its 
members had made circuits through the country in order to 
ascertain the state of things accurately, was that one-third o 5 
the population had died, and this, as Mr. Hmiter remarks, 
implies the deatlj of about 10 millions, as the whole population 
of Bengal hi those days can hardly be estimated at less than 
30 millions. .... That the motlality was extremely gtagt, 
there can be no doubt : and its effects were visible for maily 
years afterw^ards in the lowered revenues, the immense unlilled 
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areas, aucl the coiniiclilion that arose aitiont> landliohlcrs to 
induce cultivators to settle on their estates.” 

About the amount of revenue which did not show a 
great falling ofl the next year and which, in some ({uartets, 
was .set against the common belicl as to the extreme' 
severity of the famine, tltc Famine Commi.ssionci s say: 

“But it is on record that this year’s revemte was collected 
by measures of unusual sevcrilv. . . . and the account given 
by Mr Hunter of rise of the class of ‘vagrant cultivators’ seems 
to bear .strong evidence to the dreadful depopulation ol the 
country.” 

Ill J783 there was a general failure oJ crop in certain 
parts of Northern India but Bengal was not aflected by this 
famine to any considerable degree. But one tiling is highly 
interesting and that is the flaming of a jrlan and the mode 
of its execution by llic flovcnuncnt for proveutiug fuiuve 
famines in India. Sir Cieorge Oampbi'll’s accoum of ihe 
Famine of 1783 .says: 

“It was decided that IntiUlings of solid masonry should he 
constnteted to serve Ihc purpose of pertioluul granavie.s to the 
two provinces, BeuHal and Behar, and the Chief lingiiicer pre- 
liared a plan for a circular taulldinR in Patna uhich .still stands 
' as a monument of past resolutions, bt-aring its inscription ‘For 
the Perpetual Prevention of Famines iii India’, but empty and 
disused. ” 

In 1943 the Foodgrains Policy Committee recom- 
mended (September 11) tliat “a central foodgrain reserve 
should be created” for meeting deficit in specified areas. 

In 1783 the Government appointed a Committee with 
very drastic powers to prevent future famines but we have 
nothing on record to get an idea of the eflects of their 
labours. We have only seen the proclamation issued by 
the Government through the Committee which has. close 
resemblance to the orders and proclamations issuctl 
in 1943. 

In 1866 Orissa and part of Bengal, especially Midna- 
pore (western half — called the ‘blaOkest portion of the 
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Idiiiinc liatk’), liaiiliiir.i, Nadia, Muisliiflab<ul and Hughli, 
wcu' s isilcd I)) a severe laiuinc whiih has been destriberi 
thus: 

"P'vcnlually the lule of fainiKc laeecl so high all over On.ssa 
that local inequalities may almost he siihnicigecl ami lost sight 
of in one wicle-siireading sea of calanutv ” 

The details, as given by (he Famine Cominissioncrs, 
arc as follows: 

“It was not till September, 18(15, that an alarm began to 
be felt about the rainfall. . . The first alarm was given about 
the middle of October and the fact soon became Rcuerally 
rcali.sed both bj’ the official and the uoti-officiul comtmniity, that 
the iiremalurc cessation of rain mu.st cait.se great injury to the 
harvest. . . . The Collectors all apiilied for leave to make 
special cmiuiries into the condition of the crojis, and the extent 
of the losses, w'ilU a view to deciding what amount of rcveimc 
should be remitted, htii Ihii 7t>as disrouta/fi’d by Die Comiin^- 
sioiiers, and lefuscd by Du lioaiJ oi KcDciint', sdio again Inter 
on (in January) absohfely icjecled Die I’lolitml that any iciuis- 
iion should be gianlcd. In lire end of Noveniher the Hoard 
sent up a coiupvelien.sive leport to the Oovevnuient of Bengal, 
which was based on reports received from the Commibsioners 
of l>ivi.sion.s. . . . Sonic Collcctoi-s considered the crop W'ould 
he three-fourth, some half, some as little as one-fourth, or even 

oue-oighth of an nverago the Board’s oiiinion was that 

the crop ivould be at least half of an avciage one, and in Tiastern 
Bengal not much under an aveiage one. Such a crop by itself 
provides food for the people, even thou.gh the stocks in hand 
might be, as they piobably were, much below the usual 
amount ; and this being the case, there could be no famine.” 
(Italics mine). 

How much like the ovcr-confidencc pervading the 
mind of the Governments of India and Bengal in 1943! 

Then again: 

“In November and December more and more urgent reports 
were sent up from Puri, in which disteict the famine first 
declared itself, of the extreme distress of the people and ot the 

prevalence of deaths from starvation By the end of 

January prices had gone up near ot at which rate they stood 
till the end of March. The necessity of impoiiation ■uuts 
earnestly pressed on the Board at this iimo (March), but in 
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vant. ... In Febrimiy clislrcs'> bu{>aii lo sliou itself acutely 
(iu P.alasore) taking the joini oj an iniluv of .'ilaivni}’ jH'ohU 
into the head-qua)tej town, and an oulbicak oj fiiain lobbcmw. 
Jiiil ike cxli'til oj the impending nilo»iil,y n'liA '■till Ini J)o»i 
icalizcd.” (Italic.s mine). ^ 

On the 28th March, Sir Arthur Colton pressed the 
Goterniuent ior the ‘organisation oL' a great system ol 
public works but even then the Govennnent of Bengal 
denied the necessity of any such scheme'. 

The Commissioners say: 

“In April the mortality and distress became very severe 
.... Ill May the attention of the juiblic iu Calcutta w.i^ 
awakened, a Relief Coniimltec formed, iincl subscriiitions 
collected, but the Itoaid of Revenue .'■till doubled u'helliei llieic 
Toas loally any gical defirieney of food oi any neressity lot 
Crovenmenl lo inleifeu' by any new nieasiiics." (Italics mine). 

In .spite of the u])j)urom disregard on the part of the 
Board of Revenue (or the Govertmient of Bengal) the 
/amine refused to abate and the 

“facts wore now at lust beginiun,u to be too plain for any 
misiinderstaiidiiig. On the 36th May the Huperintoiulhig 
lingineor telegraphed that a grant (to B.a]a.sore) of Rs. ()i),ooo 
for relief works was of no use: "U'e want lire" and on tlie 
38th the Coinmibsionor tolegra])hcd that the rice reipiircd for 
the troops, the prisoners and the Government establishments 
(at Cuttack and elsewhere) could no longer be prociu'ed. tbi 
leceipt of the message the IJcvtcnant-dovei nor gave leay and 
^eni order on the 2gth May that importation oj rice by (Govern- 
tnenl tnusl immediately he begun.” (Italics mine). 

The several relief organisations set up by the public in 
Calcutta as well as in other districts of Bengal iu IQIS had 
close resemblance to tlic condition.s that prevailed iu 1866 
i'and are contained in the following statement of the Relief 
Commissioners : 

''The mortality was highest in August, conseguenl on the 
hewey storms of rain. The people were then in the lowest stage 
oj exhaustion ; the emaciated crowds, collected at the feeding 
stations, had no sufficient shelter, and the cold and wel seem 
lo have killed them in fearful numbers.” (Italics mine). 
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11k' hisloiy oi the Jjminc in ihc most aflcttcd parts ol 
MiJnapoie and (Bcnf><il) coiicsponds prcLty closely to (hat 
ol 1913 and it is lor (his ie.ison that the “Orissa Famine 
ol 18(36” has been dealt with at some length. \Vc do not 
know 'whcthei any iutuic Fainine Conunission going into 
the details ol the laminc ol 1913 will have to say the same 
thing as the Famine Commissioners, Sir George Campbell, 
Colonel Moiton and Mr. H. L. Dampier, did with regard 
to famine in 1866. 

The Board of Revenue was censtued by the Famine 
Commissioners and in theit ‘apologia’, dated the 15th 
August, 1867, in para 21 : 

“admit 11111 osei'vodly that .... Llio measures acloiited toi 
the ichol of the .sulItTcis lioni laminc to have been insufiicietil, 
and that notliuiK but the impoitation of food by the (TOvenimenl 
and that at a very euily dale, would have enabled the local 
oflieeus to uniiijik', in nay degite, successfully with the famine.’' 

Ill p.'ua 19(5 (he Boaid account for the delay which 
ocaincd in icgaul to the adoption of cllectual measures to 
meet the famine thus: 

(а) 

(б) the .same want (as the waul of experience of famine 

by the iieoples Ihemselvesj nl experience on the 
pait’of the admiui&tration, local and central, pre- 
vented them from realising the full significance of 
the pliGiioiiiena that did present themselves, as 
officers accustomed to famine might have done ; 

(c) money was of little ii.se, for it could not be exchanged 

for food ; 

(d) neither would even this circumstance have materiallj- 

paralyzed the power of the Government but for 
this, that to bo at all largely eSectual, it was neces- 
sary that the discoveiy of ike full truth should 
be made, and very extensive measuies adopted, 
many months before the actual outburst of unmis- 
takable famine occurred.^* (Italics mine). 

In para 198 the Revenue Board made a frank con- 
Icssion of their guilt and expressed profuse regrets for their 
conduct, hut unfortunately millions had gone by that time 

2 
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to a place where regrets and apologies could not soothe (he 
cars and pacify the minds of the hearers. The Board said: 

“As resarcls themselves thej’ fiankly admit and rcuret that 
they did not even without the orders of the ('lovcnmient 
in.stitnte in December a closer enquiry into the outtuni nencrallv 
of the harvest. They believe now that such an eiiqinrj' mi}>ht 
possibly have led to a timely discovery of the full extent of tlie 
coining evil and of the appropriate remedy. They icgict that 
they did not grant lemissions of revenue in December, 1S65 
They leffret further . . . the)' did not comprehend the imiiortant 
.significance of Mr. Raveushaw’s telegram of 31st January, 
which, if followed up, might again jiossibly have proved the 
means of discovering what was hidden from the authorities.” 

The residents of Calcutta and other distvicl towns 
found a T'cpcfilion of events of 1866 with regard to 
emigrants flocking to towns. Says the Report ; 

“Tt oat men I a/ /imi^ian/t.— MouLuni luus already been made 
of the crowds that collected in towns in which relief was dis- 

iributed, and especially in CalcnUa Nothing could 

exceed the munificence of the rich luilivc gentlemen of the 
town in feeding these i)oor people, but the extent of this very 
munificence noised about, tended to increase the evil . 

no discrimination was exorcised between tlic deserving and the 
undeserving beggars ; little or no shelter w'as provided, and 
the people so liberally fed, lay about the toivn in a wretched 
and mendicant condition. 

In August the evils of this system w'orc go strongly felt 
that the distributors of private charity were prevailed upon to 
stop their doles of food ; and a paupers’ camp was formed out- 
side the town, into which immigrants 7 oere compclhii to go, 
and they were gradually sent back to their homes,” .(Italics 
mine) . ■> 

A similar method was adopted in 1943. 

Several objections were raised against relief houses. 
"Th^se were: 

“(i) the demoralisation that inevitably ensues* from 
crowds of both sexes being huddled together j 

(U) the unhealthy tendency there must be in crowds of 
such a nature to depression of spirits owing to 
surrounding sights and offettslve smells ; 
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aucl (ill) the Icoling of tleKradalion that inubti wherever 
(legracliU)on ib poswble, accompany' .such an un- 
accublomed nay of livnia;.” 

There was also objection against distribiuion of cooked 
food and Mr, Kirkwood, relief Manager in Cuttack ex- 
pressed his feeling in the ioUowing terms: 

“That the distribution should take the shape of cooked 
food is another objection, since it is a mode of relief which 
considerably degrades the recipient. It certainly acts as a 
check in preventing many from applying for relief, but, while 
some of those kept away may be no proper objects, I believe, 
greater portion would be those whose caste prejudice, and 
not uucoumieudable pride, would rather meet death than 
degradation.'' 

The j)a.ssago quoted below shows the magnitude of the 
influence that the llraltrains of those days exercised over 
tlie society in such matters as *los.s and recovery of caste’ even 
during widc.sjirc’ad distrcs.s. 

“When the relief houses began to he closed in vSeptember, 
1807, great anxiety \va,s felt as to what would becoiue of tlie 
outcast pauper.s and how they would be treated by their rela- 
tions and friends on their return to tlicir villages. The learned 
Brahmins of Puri, Cuttack and Calcutta were consulted and 
gave their verdict that no one ought to be put out of caste for 
any act coininitted in order to save life ; but that the payment 
of a few annas and the performance of some simple ceremonies 
should in any' case suffice to restore him to his original position, “ 

After the great loss of human lives through the feminc 
of 1866, Lord Latvrence laid down in 1868, the principle 
for the first lime in Indian history, that the officers of the 
Government would be held personally responsible for 
taking every possible means to avert death by starvation. 

“The Government of India is resolved to spare no eSorts ’ 
which may be necessary and practicable with reference to the 
mean.s ht its disposal, to save the population of the distressed 
districts frotn starvation or from an. extremity of suffering 
dangerous to life." 

The famine of 1873-74 is remarkable in many respects- 
Jf dearly .showed how in spite of serious impediment created 
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by the Central and the Home Governments, the foresight, 
energy and power of organisation of Sir Geoige Cainplicll, 
the then Lt.-Governor of Bengal, saved the people of Bengal 
and its neighbouring parts front a very serious loss ol lile 
and consequent economic disorganisation. It also shows 
how the mind of the Central Government works regarding 
exportation of loodstufls during famine in India. The 
arguments advanced are almost the same to-day as they 
were during 1873-74. 

On October 22, 1873, the Lt.-Governor sent his first 
letter of warnhrg to the Governmenl of India and asked 
that he might receive authority to 

"(i) coniiiiencc relief works at <mcc ; 

(a) make such importations a.s are pf)ssil)le ami are iml 
likely to he affecled by i)iivate enterprihc ; 
and C’t) that exportation of ria* from India to foreign eounlnes 
rniftlit he stopped.” 

He further .said that if there \ytis a genera) hiilurc in 
Bengal, “all that India and Burma could supply would go 
but a little way to fill up the vacuum”. On November 7, he 

"desires to subiiut that even it be desired not to interfere 
with the great exi)ort of 700,000 ton.s of rice whieh go yearly 
from British Burma, still the Government of India might very 
reasonably and fairly consider the cxjiediency of intciposing 
(by legislation if necessary), to prevent ex]»ortalion of food from 
Bengal.” 

On November 21, 1873, the British Indian Association 
submitted a most gloomy memorial estimating the outturn 
of the winter rice crop of all Bengal (Orissa excepted) at 
only three-eightlis of an average one. They warned against 
^ 'reliance on the existence of any food crops in the country' 
and 'urged on the Government the duty of prohibiting 
exports of rice , , , . and of making large importations of 
food." 

The Government of India expressed their disapproval 
and on December 1, the Secretary of State supported the 
Viceroy's decision in the matter. 
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On Januai’y ‘JO, 1 H 7 'J. ihe Viceroy (Lord Northbrookc) 
wrote : 

“Rice was sent to Hvilisli Indian ports inclndiin> Ceylon 
. ... to the west Indies, Maiiiitins and other places mostly 
for the n.se of Liidiau coolies (eini}>iants) and to England and 
Persian CitH'. It would have been uiijnat to slop the supply 

of the usual food of the Rental coolies in the colonies 

The prohibition would have excited confidence unduly and 
low’ercd prices, consuniiition Avould have been stimulated instead 
of beiiiR reduced, which is the natural effect of a rise of prices 
and the greatest safeguard against famine/' (Italics mine). 

The same old argument, be it the Indian coolies or 
liie Indian soldicis in the Middle East, England, the 
Persian Gulf and the ncxglibouring jjlacesl Export of 
ioodgrain.s should go unimpeded whether people in India 
require it or not, 

As regards relief organisations, tlie Li.-Governor dwelt 
reiy strongly on (he ticcessily of extending the system down 
to the village itself, and of not acting as if they were in a 
strange hostile country, hut utilising tho.se whose duty it is 
(o assist the pcojxlc, and liiially through them, or in the 
last resort without them, to get at the headmen and 
representatives ol‘ the people themselves. Tlte following 
quotation shows the confidence lie placed in' these 
organisations : 

“When the airaiiaeinent we are now making in the most 
cli.slressed districts is complete, I trust that we shall be able 
to lay our hands on each ixersou requiring relief according to 
residence and circumstances. We shall he able to say in each 
village — ^liere are .so many persons found to be fit objects for 
relief ; so many are doin.g work of some sort ; .so many are 
receiving charitable allowance of food ; so many have received 
or will receive advance.s to enable them to continue their culti- 
vation ; so many residents of this village absent from working 
on such a public work ” 

The country was divided into circle.s, of from 50 to 100 
villages, each circle to be an unit of relief administration, super- 
vised by a iSuropean or Native ofScer with a staff of sub- 
ordiuatos, and at least with one grain depot from which the 
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smaller granaries in the circle shonlcl be supiiliecl : the object 
being that all relief operations slioitkl lie inspected at least once 
a week, and supplies distributed in every sevcrel)’ distressed 
village.” 

With regard to the maiij^craent of Relief Works, 
Sir George Campbell’s view tvas that: 

“To render effectual aid to the jieoiile, it is of all things 
most necessary that work should be offered in good time, 
so that the existence of public works may be known to 
the people at large, and those who stand in need of work may 
find their way to the woik and be suitably provided for, before 
the greatest stress comes. All expeiience shows that work is 
wanted to avert starvation rather than to save peojile already 
half .stan'cd and unfit for work . . . There can be no surer 
le.st of the stale of the country, ~no bai-ometer, as it were,' — 
by which the condition of people can iie better gauged than the 
degree to which they seek employment on public works,” 

The year 1S75-76 witnessed another .severe .scarcity ol 
food in Bengal, and lortunaicly ior her iieopU*. pa.ssed olf 
without causing any great loss of lilc. 'Fhe same has been 
the case with the famine of 1892. 

‘Tn 1879 England sent a message to India that the 
people must not be allowed to die of starvation. But the 
Commissioners, who bore the message, found that much 
more Was necessary than to provide the starving people 
with food when famine was on them. It was necessary, 
they found, to secure to them a normal condition of 

strength and health ”, wrote Sir E. C. Buck in 1895.’ 

Sixty years have elapsed since the message was delivered to 
the people of this country. Neither “future” famines have 
been prevented nor the health and strength secured for the 
people of the country. 

The years 1897 to 1900 proved to be a period of severe 
scarcity for the whole of Northern India, including Bengal 
(also Madras) and famine was declared in 1897 aud again 
in 1900. I’he famine of 1897 was said to be "the 


’ Sir B. C. Buck, Kt., C.SJ.. Secretary to the Ouverutiiepl of IticHa 
in the Atlas of Tndia.— “Browgfitg and famines", 1895. 
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inosi intL'iiM' and tlic most widely extended yet known” 
and rc'licl' operations failed to produce the desired eRcct. 
Bombay, Madras and the Central Provinces sulfcrcd more 
than all tlic other provinces combined together and the 
death-roll mounted up to a million or mote. In 1900, the 
severity of the famine was most icniblc in the Central 
Provinces, Bqngal escaping with slight injury. 

During these famines governmental relief operations 
could not sati.sly the people. Hundreds were living in the 
set'eral relief camps when the Delhi Durbar was held in 
1902 with unparalleled grandeur and at enormous expenses. 
This was po.ssible in India alone. No other government, in 
any [tart of the w'orld, could think ol holding such a 
pageantry at a time when the country had not been able to 
shake off the elf eels of a devastating famine. 

After about a quarter of a century, Bengal was visited 
in 191.^ by one of the worst faminc.s that history has ever 
recorded. Ptirts of the Province, s of Orissa, Bombay, and 
Madras, and tlte Slaitts of Cochin and Travancorc were also 
afl'ected by this famine. Orissa witnessed some hundreds of 
deaths from starvation, while Cochin, Travancorc, Madras 
and Bombay e.sca[)cd, by judicious handling of the situation, 
tvithout any serious loss of human life. Time will only 
prove that the Bengal Famine of 1943 has been one of the 
greatest catastrophes that scourged mankind and was more 
ruthless than the greatest War that smote the World from 
pole to pole from September 3, 1939, onwards. The trails 
of misery have not yet disappeared and we are not sure if 
this would be the last famine in Bengal in the fourth decade 
of the twentieth century. 



I'HE MARCH OF EVENTS 

I'oi a compreheiisi\'e study of tlic causes that led to the 
famine of 1913, it is necessary to caicfully watch the actions 
and s(an the statements ol high officials of both the Central 
and the Provincial Governments from the very beginning 
of the War. 

That a situation like that ol 1943 was bound to come 
ought to have been anticipated by those who liad declared 
war on the Axis powers on behalf of India. India, willingly 
or tiunlJliiigly, has phyed a great part ia the present War, 
it may be a mote glorious jiart in gallantry and sarrificc 
than of Britain heiself. Committt“c.s atid Boards re- 
lating to food were set up as cpiickly as chance permitted 
and in 1941, insieurl of a Food Dcjnnnmcut being 
cretited, a Staudiug Coiurailtee was set up to help tin; 
Supply Dejjartment in “the proruretnent of foodstull's for 
the Dotence Services of India and overseas". Front October 
1939 to September 1942, there were six Price Control 
Conferences in Delhi. In Ajmil 1942, the' Food Advisory 
Council was created. The Food Department came intb 
existence in December of the same year. In April 1913, 
Regional Food Commissioners were brought into existence 
and three Food Members were appointed in quick 
succession, to supervise the whole show. Lord Linlithgow, 
the Viceroy, held the portfolio for sometime after Mr. Nalini 
Ranjan Sarker had resigned. There were other officers and 
appointments, too many to mention, but with all that 1943 
proved to be one of the darkest chapters of British rule 
'‘in India, 

Another drama was being enacted -in the province of 
Bengal itself. Since the formation of the Coalition Cabinet 
in January 1941, with Mr, A. K. Fazlul Huii as Premier, 
Sir John Herbert, the then Governor of Bengal, became 
“not only unsympathetic but in many cases positively 
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obstructive”. There were “interference and obstruction in 
matters of day to day administration” and the Finaticc 
Minister, Dr. Syama Prasad Mookcrjec, resigned on 
November 16, 1942, on ihis issue.* On December 14 and 15, 
the first Food Conference was held in Delhi, where, as 
revealed in the statement of the then Food Member to the 
Government of India, the Hon'blc Sir Azi/ul Huque, of 
August 9, 1943, in the Central Assembly, Mr. Fazlul Huq, 
the then Premier of Bengal, had said: 

“We do not require for the next few inoiiths any rice even 
though wo arc in deficit.” 

And 

“We know rice i.s enough for us. We do require some 
wheal from outside.” 

The siatcmcut of Sir Azizul Huque of August 9, 194S 
has found a place in the White Paper of the British 
Govcrnmcni. In (he background of Mr. Fazlul Huq’s 
statement in the Food Conference, there were oUier 
more weighty utterances of officials of the Central Govern- 
ment. The Hou'ble Mr. Nalini Ranjan Sarker, the then 
Member for Education, Health and Lands, said on 
April 6, 1942: 

“Owing to the extension of rice cultivation in areas released 
from jute, and favourable weatlier, the rice deficit in Bengal 
has been converted into a large surplus of i3j4 laldi tons.” 

Sir Azizul Huque, said on August 9, 1943, in the 
statement just referred to above, 

* “the rice crop of 1041 was a surplus crop in Bengal 
by about ij4 million tons over the normal average, thus pro- 
viding a fair carry over for the following year.” 

After the resignation of Dr. Syama Prasad Mookerjee, 
the trouble in the Bengal Government began to be more 
acute 'and the policy of the Governor, Sir John Herbert, 
was not very conducive to the solution of the 'rice problem 
in Bengal. A few days after his return from the first Fpod 
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Con.£erence, the Hon’blc Mr. Vazlul Huq, lh(i Bengal 
Premier, protested against the licc policy «[ the Governor 
(on January 9, 1943), but in vain. Earlier, in August, 

1942, he had protested against the 'boat removal policy’ 
with no better result. 

On March 31, 1943, the Hon’ble Mr. Fazltil Huq’s 
Ministry went out of office. What was the rice position at 
that time in Bengal? The Hon’blc the Chief Minister for 
Bengal, Sir Khwaja Nazimuddin, in a speech in the Muslim 
League Conference held in New Delhi on November 15, 

1943, said that when he look office, on April 24, 1943, the 
Government of India had announced their Basic Plan under 
which Bengal was to get 793,000 tons of foodgrains. Then 
this arrangement must Itave been made prior lo Sir 
Nazimuddin’s taking charge of the Province. 

On April 27, Mr. Fazlul Huc| slatc'tl that he hatl heard 
reports of a post mortem examination where gnm was 
found in tlte stomach of a dead man. 

On May 4, 1943, a Civil Supplies Press Nole staled 

that 

"the Hon’ble Minister is convinced that any deficit this 
year can be fully met from the carry-over of the crop, 

and ag a result of the steps which are beinjf taken to rationalise 
consumption, and to popularise the increased use of substitute 
food-grains, as well as the reduction in consumption due lo the 
high price level. The public may, therefore, re.st assured that 
there is no cause lo fear any ultimate shortage (»I foodgrains." 

On May 7, the Civil Supplies Minister, Mr. Suhrawardy, 
said that the solution was in sight and also . if the 
hoards of Bengal could be made more mobile, the situation 
could be eased.”* 


* See Appendix C. 

* Compare : 

Paia 192. "As respects the ample stores of grains itt the province, 
it had been shown that Mr, E. Ravenshaw (the Cornmis.siottcr) 
originally held that grain would be forthcoming, and that, notvyithstand- 
ing he had subsequently recommended the importation of grain, he 
repeated his former opinion during the I/ieutfenaut Governor's (Sit Cecil 
B^on)' visit on February 13, ISw. 
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In 1866, the view o£ the Government was that: 

“There were no genuine dearth, large stores being in the 

hands of dealers who are keeping back stocks out of 

greed.” 

The Finance Minister said on the very next day: 
“in a short time the situation will greatly improve”. 
Simultaneously with the Finance Minister, the Civil 
Supplies Minister said that "there was sufficiency of food- 
grains for the people of Bengal”. 

A statement was issued on behalf of Government both 
in Bengali and in English, captioned “An Appeal and 
A Warning” in which the Minister asked “Is there a real 
shortage of food in Bengal?” and the answer was: “No, 
most certainly no.” And this the Hon’ble Mr. Suhrawardy 
,said in ihe face of soaring prices of foodstuffs all over Bengal. 

On May l.H, 1943, the Hon’ble Sir Azizul Hnque, 
Hon’ble Mr. Suhrawardy and Major General Wood, 
Secretary, Food Department, Government of India, tried 
to prove by elaborate statistics, which had absolutely no 
relation to actual facts, that there was no shortage of 
ioocistulis in Bengal and that “psychological factors were 
among- the main causes for shortage of essential foodstuffs 
and the rise of prices”. 

On May 15. 1943, that is just two days after the 
Press Conference mentioned above, the Hon’ble Sir Azizul 
Huque, at Krishnagar, “stressed the accuracy of the figures 
recently published by Govermhent regarding rice and main- 
tained that Bengal was not yet deficit in rice”. 

On May 30, 1^42, the Civil Supplies Minister, “did not 
wish to say tliat there was not enough rice in Bengal or 
that enough rice would not be coming from outside.” 

Patft 208. ". . . . that the Comiaissioner gf Cuttack had a confident 
belief in the existence of stores of grain, only kept back by grain 
dealers to enliance the price.'* 

Para 417- “We must thinlc that his action generally (np to a 
pertain point) unfortunate, and, that in particular Mr. Ravenshaw 
' yielded inlndiciously tp a mere popular cry regarding the existence of 
atocka kept back by -wicked grain dealers.’’— Report of the Famine Com- 
mission, 1867, on BengM & Orissa Famine of 1M0. 
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In the last week oi May public stalcraents weic 
supported by pictorial advertisements as well as cinema 
shows of “staggering loads of rice arriving in Calcutta.” 
These loads reported to have arrived at Calcutta scemed 
thereafter to have gone astray. 

The restriction on “free trade” with the Eastern 
Provinces (Bihar, Orissa and Assam) and the States was 
removed on May 17. 

Some efforts weie made to induce the Transport 
Member to the Government of India to make arrangements 
for the flow of foodgrains to Bengal. To which he replied 
on May 19, that “he would do everything in his power to 
facilitate the movement of foodstufls from other provinces 
to Bengal”. Then the Ministers or Advisers, as the case 
might have been, were approached. No sooner had the 
Bengal Minister expressed satisfaction at the result of such 
interviews, than the public were regaled — on the very 
•next day, to be sure, — ^with statements from responsible 
Ministers and Advisers opposing such arrangement. Giving 
out his mind on the Government of India Order which 
sought to create an Eastern Zone of Free Trade, Sir Md. 
Saadulla, tire Premier of Assam, said: 

“I have been compelled to lodge a dignified and vigorous 
protest with the Central Government” and “I appeal to our 
traders and also to our growers not to export rice and paddy 
for temporary gain.” 

On the san^e day a Pre^ message from Orissa disclosed 
that ‘the Premier of Orissa was leaving for Delhi to per- 
sonally impress on the Government of India the difficulties 
created in Orissa by the recent order removing the Provin- 
aal Government control over the movement and prices of 
rice and other food grains’. 

As regards Bihar, the Premier of Bengal, Sir Khwaja 
Nazimttddin, said at Delhi on May 28, that he copj-d not 
understand why Bihar, a section 93 province tinder offleiah 
dpm, was not co-operating with Bengal in respect of food 
supply. The Secretary, Bihar Landholders' Association, 
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made a statement at Tatna, on June 9, to the following 
effect: 

“I fully appreciate the dilEeulties of the Ivocal Goveiument 
(Bihar) created by the ictnoval of the inter-piovincial restiiction 
and the iutroductiou of what is called the free trade policy . . . 
There is one thing winch the Piovincial Government can do. 
And that is to state that they will grant no facilities to other 
provinces in their attempt to starve Bihar and that, if necessary, 
the Provincial Government will buy all foodgiaiiis lequired for 
Bihar and supply to those in this province who want them 
most.” 


In 1770 the distress was the ‘acutest in Behar’ and 
efforts to get supplies from Allahabad and elsewhct'c met with 
doubious success. In 1943 we approached the Provinces, 
including the Governors’ Provinces (Section 93 Provinces 
as (hey are called) and the States for almost the same result.* 
Tho Bengal Government in their helplessness devised 
their province-wide food drive to be launched on June 7 
and “The Bengal h'ood Grains Inquiries and Conirol 
Order”® was jjublishcd on June 4, 194.3, providing that 
‘‘an authorised Officer may, together with such persons as he 
may consider necessary, enter npon any premises where he has 
reason to believe that food-grains have been stocked, etc.” 


* Said. Maj. Gen. Wood, Secretary, Rood Department, Government 

of India, '1 efore the Council of State m August, 1943 : * 

"On January 26, the Central Government published the Rr.st out- 
line of its plan (the Basic planl for the distribution of the surpluses of 

India : that plan was unanimously accepted by all Provinces 

and States in India. 

"At the end of Fehrimiy ..... there was only one final obstacle 

and that was the dcteimination of how much surplus each 

Mil plus Province would sunender and how much should each deficit 
Government receive ...... Recognising the contentions nature of 

Indian statistics, the Central Government said, in effect, ‘None of ns 
know whether these figures are really true and no amount of argument 
can prove it one way or Uie other. They can only be proved by action.' 

"To this request that Uiey do their best to reach the target figures,., 

the figures so prescribed were neither binding obligations nor 

contracts but represented a level of endeavour, the Central Government 
received a chilly i espouse. ' (italics mine). ' 

* Any surplus slock m excess of si* months’ »quirenjents on the 

following basis was either removed £roflj.fif, s.eskili uT'bwasiw^'pre^ 
for subsequeni removal. ^ ’ 

On the assumption that the village people take more food than the 
ttrbart people tho Government, fixed the following aohednled rate of 
rations for ilie people Por agriculturists and labourers owning surplus 
stocks, adult males engaged in physical labour ten obataks of rfee, omer 
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and an Ordinance was passed to the effect 

"that any matter intended or likely to incite opposition to, or 

non-participation in nieasrircs to be taken in Beiifial to prevent, 

detect or deal with hoaidmg and hoarders o[ lood-grains shall, 

before pubb’ cation be submitted for scrutiny to the Pi ess 

Adviser." 

The feasibility of such a measure was doubted but the 
people willingly submitted to such province-wide search in 
the hope of getting rice at a reasonable price. On June 30, 
at New Delhi, the Civil Supplies Minister ‘expressed satis- 
faction at the result of the food (anti-hoarding) drive.’ But 
on the 12th July, in the Bernal Assembly, he said: 

"that the general picture that he inif>hl present to the TIou.se 
was that practically in all places deficits have been reported.'’ 

.Nonetheless, this operation cost Bengal not less than 
Rs. 16-60 lakhs. 

In this connection the Government circular issticd 
during the famine of 1783 may be compared with that of 
the Minister for Civil Supplies, Bengal in 19-13: 

There was also a proclamation against "hoarding and 
buying up grain” in 1770. 

In 1783: 

"We direct tliat you do in the most public manner issue 
orders i>y beat of tom-tom, in all the bazars and gtinges in the 
district under your charge, declaring tliat if any merchant shall 
conceal his grain, refuse to bring it to market, and sell it at a 
reasonable price, he will not only be punished himself in the 
most exemplary manner, but his grain will bo seized and distri- 
buted among the poor.” 

The Bengal Minister on May 7, 1943 proclaimed: 

"I have already warned all hoarders* including the agri- 
culturist hoarders that if they do not bring their stock on to 

(^' ■ 

adult males eiglit, adult females seven, dindren below 14 years and 
for those (itacludiitg agricwltijriets and labourers not ovming snSicietit 
stocks of their own and for urban population g^neralW adntt males 
seven and liplf chataks, adult females six and hnli chataks and diUdrSn 
below 14 years five and half chataks. 

* Cojutnants of Sir Bnrusbotsradss ^Thakurdas on 'Hoarding* : 
Commerce, October 28, 1S43. 

“Heamig this (want of dependable statistics) in mind, the shibboleth 
regarding lioardink, which has been advanced by some Government 
epbteemen in India and by others in England, would be based on 
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the inarkcl, llioy will lose iu the long run. I am detennined to 
* use all the poweis of the tioverninoiit to .see .... that these 
hoards arc disgorged, and preliminary steps, which these gentle- 
men may find drastic, have already been taken ... I am giving 
a chance to the people to do it voluntarily, while I perlcct iny 
plans to make tbem disgorge the hoards. If they do not listen 
to my warning let them not thmk that they can mu their hoards 
underground or that they will be able to succeed in dissipating 
the hoards.” 

There were several other announcements, etc., on this 
subject threatening ultimate freezing of the concealed stock. 

In April 1865, the conscience of the munificent public 
in diflerent towns, particularly in Calcutta was roused to 
the gravity of the situation and relief committees were 
formed to take .steps for mitigating distress. 

In July (191.1) when the situation became critical and 
people began to wander about for food, the Civil Supplies 
Mitiistcr anuoimccd in the Bengal Council the starting 
of gruel kilchcas in different parts of Chittagong, With 
regard to the beggars iti Calcutta he said: 

"They cun be looked after by the charitably disposed 
people here.”' 

ignorance that the r?overnmen,ls in India have few statistics worth any 
credence. Whilst one does not defend what is called hoards for the pur- 
po.se of profiteering, a distinction has to be mode that retention of what 
a nwn grows on his own land cannot be run down as wicked Hbarding. 

I suggest thal it is tlie tendency of the Indian grower not to part with 
all his produce, especially grain (relying on Government to get loodgrain 
in case of failure of rains next year) unless he has need to, that has 
saved tlie situation so far. For, indeed, if more had been brought to 
the market, say, a year back, the Government of India would have let 
more go oat of the country for die benefit of either military or civil 
requirements elsewhere, and the situation to-day would have become 
accentuated still further. Even, at present I am not convinced that 
those w'ho are compelling villajgers to part with their foodgrains are 
doing a service, because all this mast react on the tendency to grow 
‘foodgrains owing to the harassment whicli is involved in any process 
which requires a Government underUng to visit people in their homes ^ 
in die rural areas. There has been completo unanimity in India tliat 
hoards hy middlemen who hold out for higher prices must be prevented 
effectively, and one wishes that the Government machinery is directed 
effectively in this direction.” 

’ Wilrh regard to “Reliance on Ix>cal Charity”, the Famine Ctom- 
miasioners wrote in tjjeir Report of April 6, 1867 : 

“Experience has very amply proved Uwt although this may suffice 
to meet small or even in some cases considerable, local distress, 11 
is a source wholly inadequate to meet anything appmadung to severe 
or general famine. . , , . The effldent relief of famine, or of very 
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Bui in iacL these charitably disposed people had been 
looking alter a large number of these wanderers long 
before the Minister had an inkling of i(. This was a 
form ol indirect taxation which the Government wilfully 
encouraged. 

In 1943, save that sufficient store was being held for 
the troops, the prisoners and members ol the essential 
services, no piovisions were made to meet the exigencies of 
the situation. 

Mffiile the Ministers were speaking of sufficiency and 
making no serious efforts to check the impending famine, 
the people were passing through great distress due to 
high prices of rice and other necessaries of life. On 
July 3, 1913, “the District Magistrate declared a serious 
shortage of rice at Chittagong” and in a message 
dated the 14th July, delayed in transmission, the Bar 
Association and the Presidents of the Different Union 
'Boards wired to the authorities "informing them of a hor- 
rible state of famine” in Bhola (Baxisal) and “asking for 
relief without delay". Pictures of acute distress in the 
districts began pouring in from every part of Bengal at 
this time. 

On May SO, 1943, the Civil Supplies Member exhorted 
his audience in South Calcutta "to preach before the public 
the evils of over-eating.” His other slogan for the people 
was, “Eat Less", etc. It was not really known that the idea 
did not originate from the Hon'ble Minister, but was a 
mere paraphrase of the statement of a Secretary of State 
for India in 1873-74 who, as has been stated before, once 
said '’lowered consumption is the greatest safeguard against' 
^ famine.” ti 

The people of Bengal had been living on lowered 
consumption fox the past ttvo year? and his advice to "Eat 
Less” and “to get themselves habituated to substitute food 

^?4aeral distress aEfecttag coiis.idexiible portioas of sntsh districts, can- 
aot lie ajyStoacilcd by the weaas to be obtamed from fiiis source 
Wbw geoeftst rtrtsd excessive distress spreads over sttfsh districts, ,tbe 
resodfCe.'S oJ laesd charity aret eowpletely otvertaxed and* parajys<»d.” ' 








fare<i 
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as far as possible” cendered on Aiignsl 4, was a mere waste 
ol ministerial breath. When people do not gel food they 
try to subsist on whatever they can hnd, not to speak of 
“substitute food”. The famine was there even if the 
Ministers refused to accept it as such. 

The prices had been soaring higher and liigher in 
thorough disregard of Governmental threats, and “con- 
trolled" commodities gradually disappeared from the 
market. There was a black market for the rich, and 
even the dead knew that it existed but our Civil Supplies 
Minister, when asked at a Press Conference on September 1, 
1943, said that “he was not azuare of its existence either 
officially or non-officially. To those loho were withholding 
stocks he had given them a stern warning’' 

Inspile of all tall talks of tackling the problem suc- 
cessfully people began to die on the streels and dead bodies 
would lie on the pavements for days on end without any- 
body to take care of them. 

Sir J, P. Srivastava, the present Food Member in the 
Viceroy’s Executive Council, said on August 27, 1943: 

"The key to the solution of llie present difficult situation 
in this region is not one of economic policy but of practical, 
efficient and bold administration and the Provinces must see 
such an administration is set up without delay if it has not 
been done already.” 

He was pleased to pa.ss judgment on the action of 
the inert Bengal Ministry and the Hon’ble Ministers at 
the Centre. The whole Government was found napping. 
On August SO, 1943, he gave out to the Associated Press that 

“He recalled that during his visit to Calcutta last November, 
he had consulted almost every section of opinion in Calcutta 
whether there was any danger of the food situation in Bengal 
deteriorating. No one seemed to have any misgivings in this 
ditection at that time and he went away satisfied that there 
would be no shortage of food,” 

All credit to the permanent officials of the "Steel 
JiVaroKi” 1 
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Concluding his statcmcni he had the frankness to 
admit : 

“The fact o£ the matter is that we have all ei'red and the 
main thing now for us is to get together and do all we can,” 

He was not satisfied with mere speaking out his mind 
to the Press. On September 8, 1945, at a Press Conference 
at Lahore, the Food Member further said: 

“There is very acute shortage of foodstuffs in Bengal and 
the next three months are going to be crucial. The only way 
to tide over the situation is to get whatever grain one can have 
either by seizing, borrowing or stealing from other parts of 
India. This is the only method to save the starving millions 
of Bengal.” 

On September 11, 1913, Sir Jagadish Prasad, cx- 
Member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council, said, “Bengal 
is faced with one of the worst famines in living memory”. 

Mr. H. S. Suhrawardy, whose earlier public state- 
ments had failed to disclose the gravity of the situation, 
conceded on October 10, that “Bengal is in the grip of an un- 
precedented famine". Mr. L. Amciy, the Secretary of Slate, 
noted for his most irresponsible actions about and utterances 
on India, the man who on October 14, had depicted the 
conditions prevailing in Bengal as “scarcity' verging on 
famine” and had spoken of them merely as "these dis- 
tressing conditions", was at last forced to admit the next 
day and speak of “the grievous condition of laminc in 
Bengal”. 

’ With regarcl to the word "scatcity’^ the remaik of the Famine 
Commissioners, 1867, will be of Rreat interest. It goes on : 

“It will be eelf-evident in the whole of oitr proceedings that there 
te sm extraordinary discrepancy in regard to the use of the word 
"famine*’ by different persons. In some of the earliest papers the word 
was freely nsed; but the failure having been early called in official 
^ documents “scarcity” and no famine, it seems as if, as the scarcity and 
want became more intense, the official use qf the term “famine” was 
gradually pushed back into narrower and narrower limits. The Board 
of Revenue, in their Administration Report of 20th August 1866, under 
the heading “The Scarc%” seem to maintain that there was no “famine” 
in Orissa till tlie very last days of May, and they appear, in fact, to 
desire to restrict the word to the case when there is not food to be 
for money as distinguished from suffering from dearness and want of 
means to bay, , . . We shall use the word "famine” in its ordinary and, 
fapuUr acceptation of suffering from hunger on- the part of large classes 
of the papuhtHon,*’ (Ifaucs mine). 
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A prudent householder will never think of depleting 
his stock of foodgrains by selling or otherwise transferring 
it if he cannot replenish it from the market at will. A 
Government responsible for the life and welfare of its 
people, would likewise, never think of feeding the people of 
foreign lands when scarcity or famine looms large in view 
in its own. 

Unfortunately for India, -the interests of the people and 
its Government arc never identical ; for they are invariably 
at cross purposes. During British rule, Bengal, nay the 
whole of India, has been visited by famines of such 
magnitude that they would have stained the history of any 
governmeitt with the darkest patch. 

But what is the history of the export of foodgrains by 
the Government of India during the famine? 

The first recorded famine during British rule in Bengal 
was that of 1770. During the worst phase of the famine 
unrestricted export depleted the stock of the country. 
According to George Thomson: 

% 

"To add to the horror witli which we are called to regard 
the last dreadful carnage (of the Bengal Famine) we are made 
acquainted by the returns of lire Customs Houses with the fact 
that as much grain was exported from the lower parts of 
Bengal as would have fed the number who perished for a 
whole year.”^ 

There was a ban on export, — ^no one knows when it 
had been imposed, — ^which "was taken off on the Hth 
November 1770". Nobody took the ban seriously and the ' 
result of the "embargo on exportation” can best be gauged 
by its ‘results. 

Then we come on to the next severe famine in Bengal, 
best known as the ‘Orissa Famine' of 1866, Not less than 


^Amrlta Bcfzar PaMHa, Octohet 9, 1943, 
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one million people died in this famine. But what was the 
attitude, even then, o£ the Government ol India? Let the 
readers judge of it from the statistics of export during the 
period. 


Export op Rici, and Whiai During 1863-64 lo 1868-69 
Rice Wheat 



Tons 

R& 

Qrs 

Rs. 

1863-64 

814,700 

3,97,55,650 

63,082 

7,86,760 

1864-65 

901,550 

5,57,35,370 

58,549 

11,02,650 

1865-66 

091,000 

5,24,79,180 

49,889 

— 

1866-67 ... 

602,700 

3,29,50,930 

Cwts 

7,68,960 

1867-68 

612,850 

3,64,70,080 

290,385 

10,13,080 

1868-69 , . 

752,550 

4,21,09,250 

275,481 

9,87,600 


The above figures just give an idea of the exports 
during the appioaching years of famine, during its con- 
tintiance and the time when the famine was over. 

In 1873-74 Bengal was visited by another famine 
of great intensity. As has been stated in a previous article, 
the then Lt.-Governor of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, Sir 
George Campbell, wanted to stop the expot t of rice from 
India to other countries because of the serious food situation 
in the country. His objection was overruled by the Viceroy 
and the Secretary of State ‘ The export of foodgrains 
went on unabated and during the worst year of the 
famine no less than one million tons of rice and ninety 
thousand tons of wheat were exported from the country. 


Export of Rici, and Whsai irom 187a-73 to 1878-79 
Rice Wheat 



Tons 

Rs. 

Tons 

Rs. 

1872-73 . , 

1,164,700 

5,76,10,300 

19,700 

16,76,900 

1873-74 , 

1,012,250 

5,54,97,880 

87,798 

82,76,060 

1874-75 ... 

869,650 

4,76,»,340 

53,683 

49,14,510 

1875-76 ... 

1,020,800 

6,31,10,950 

1,25,538 

90,63,310 

1376-77 ,. 

995,700 

5,81,32,210 

2,79,330 

1,95,76,400 

1877-78 ... 

921,400 

6,95,03,860 

3,18,650 

2,83,77,650 

1S79-79 ... 

1,062,500 

8,97,89,510 

52,850 

5,20,138 


There were several cases of femine in India after 
187^-74, such as that in Madras in 1877; in Northern India; 


* Cotnjpate RR. 1&-13, 
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in 1878; again in Madras in 1899; in Madras, Bengal, Burma 
and Ajmer in 1892; in Northern India, Bengal, Burma, 
Madras and Bombay in 1897. The laininc conditions 
continued till 1900 killing hundreds o£ thousands of people 
in the allected areas. As a comprehensive case we may 
study the exports of foodgiains during the period 1892-93 
find 1900-01, while .some part or other of India suflered 
from scarcity. This will go a long way to expose how 
the mind of our Rulers works when the lives of the people 
of India are threatened. 


Rxpori oif Rice and Wheat dtjrino 1892-93 to 1900-01. 

Rice Wheol 



Ton.s 

Rs, 

Tons 

Rs. 

1892-93 ... 

1,396,900 

12,40,67,190 

748,650 

7,44,03,830 

1893-94 ... 

1,232,500 

10,38,57,710 

628,300 

5,19,39,850 

1894-95 ... 

1,722,150 

13,69,25,200 

344,500 

2,56,62,470 

1895-96 ... 

1,758,100 

13,53,70,470 

500,200 

3,91,38,960 

1896-97 ... 

1,414,050 

11,94,71,220 

95,550 

83,63,950 

1897-98 ... 

1,337,300 

11,70,50,190 

119,600 

1,34.11,610 

1898-99 ... 

1,897,100 

1.5,81,27,000 

976,000 

9,71.96,880 

1899-00 ... 

1,613,550 

13,09,61,715 

485,200 

3,90,93,460 

1900-01 ... 

1,567,150 

13,21,76,160 

2,500 

3,00,825 


R. C. Dutt ha,s commented, in his inimitable way, 
on the famine conditions in India and the genesis of 
export during scarcity. He has also explained what the 
“recuperative power” of the Indian people means; "and I 
make no apology in quoting him at length for the enlighten- 
ment of the readers: 

“The trade of India is not natural but forced ; the export 
of food-grains is made under compulsion to meet an excessive 
hand Revenue demand. The year 1S97-98 was a year of wide- 
spread famine in India, and millions of people died of starva- 
tion. Nevertheless, tlie hand Revenue was collected to the 
amount of 17 million sterling ; and cultivators paid it largely 
by selling their food-grains, which were exported to the 
amount of 10 million sterling in that calamitous year. In the 
following year the crops were good. The agriculturists sold 
large quantities of their produce to replace their plough cattle, 
and to repair the lo.sses of the previous famine year. Un- 
fortunately, loo, Uio Government realised the arrears of the 
hand Revenue with a vigour as inconsiderate as it was unwise ; 
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and vast quantities of tlie new produce had to be sold to meet 
this pressing !Land Revenue demand. Both these causes 
operated to increase the export of food-grains to a figure which 
it had never reached before. 'Those who judged the prosperity of 
India by its revenue collection were jubilant. A Land Revenue 
collection of over i8 million steiling gave them the evidence 
they relied upon. The uiual misleading statements -were made 
in India, and m the House oj Commons, about the recupera- 
tive power of India. P'ew cared to inquire if the enormous 
exports and the enormous Land Revenue collection had left 
any stores of food among the people.” (Italics mine).^ 

The Bengal famine of 1943, is admitted to have been 
caused by the folly and carelessness of man. Along with 
other reasons export contributed not a little to the causation 
of this famine. 

In October 1941, a Standing Commitlc was formed to 
help the Supply Department “on the procurement of food- 
stuffs for the Defence Services in India and overseas”. 

The accepted policy of the Government of India in 
February 1942® was that: 

"India, particularly suited to meet the requirements of 
the Empire and the various theatres of war in the Middle 
East and elsewhere, has harnessed aU its available resources 
to maintain a regular food siipidy in sufficient quantity and 
of desjred standard quality for tlie Defence Force in the 
country and abroad.” 

While the export should have been stopped long 
before the crisis had come upon us, it was allowed "in the 
interests of the labouring population in Ceylon and else- 
where and for the maintenance of the production of vital 
war supplies.” 

According to Mr. Nalini Ranjan Sarkar, the then 
, Member for Education, Health and Lands, the Government 
of India was faced with, on February 18, 1942: 

"the important problem of keeping India’s fighting forces 
fttUy supplied with the best of food in order to sustain their 
health and spirits.’* 


* Bconumic Historj' of India »ti the Viotorian p. .'534. 
’Indian Information, Febrnaty t, J943, p. 138, 
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Considering that the inipovts had been gradually 
dwindling due lo ihe continuance ol the War, i( is curious 
that a very huge export wag allowed lo lecd the people of 
other lands while the shadotv of famine was hourly 
lengthening on the Indian horhon. 

The real situation was completely overlooked. The 
balance of all foodgrains retained in the country after 
net import and export, sometimes, such as in 1939-40, 
amounted to more than two million tons; svhile in 1942-43, 
due lo heavy export and a small import, India forthwith 
became poorer by 360,622 tons from her own stock, out of 
which rice and paddy accounted for 258,684 tons. On the 
face of it 80,000 tons of foodgrains tvere exported during 
the first seven months of 1943-44. 

The balance in favour or against the total food position 
'in India will be clear from the following tables. The 
people will now judge whether the “fable of exports” 
(Major-Geul. Wood in Council of State on August 13, 1943) 
has not had something to do with the realistic story of 
the Bengal famine of 1943. 


iMPORlS AND IJXl'ORTS OR AW, F(X)DOHAIN8 BY fiKV AND IlIB Nltl BaCANCB 




Fxcesh (-1-) and Deficit 

(-) 




Imports 

Exports 

Balance 



Tout. 

Tons 

Tons 

1937-38 


1,596,138 

966,834 

-1-624,304 

1938-39 


.. 1,871,693 

827,991 

■fl,043,702 

1939-40 


.. 2.713,632 

492,714 

+2,220,918 

1940-41 


.. 1,549,182 

556,267 

+992,915 

1941-48 


.. 1,202,149 

770,997 

+431,153 

1942-43 


18,541 

379,170 

-360,622 

IWPORM AND 

Bxpoais OB Rice (and Pujdy) by Sea and 

SHE NEX Balance 



Excess (-(-) and Deficit (— ) 



for 

each year from 1937-38 

to 1942-43 




Imports 

Exports 

Balance 



Tons 

Tons 

Tons 

1937-38 


.. 1,421,798 

256,726 

+1,165,072 

1938-39 


.. 1,561,855 

308,757 

+1,235,098 

1939-40 

1 1 

.. 2,428,059 

289,459 

+2,138,600 

1940-41 

k • 

.. 1,374,888 

277,690 

+1,097,198 

1941-42 

•i 

.. 1,066,074 

342,969 

+723,105 

1942-43 


‘ .. 18,1^ 

276,816 

-258,684 
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FAMINES IN EKNCAE 


The prcsb and the accredited leaders of the country 
joined in chorus pioiestmg against the export policy o£ the 
Government of India. It went unheeded till signs of 
extreme exhaustion appeared on the horizon and people 
began to die on the streets of Ganjam and Calcutta. A 
Netv Delhi message dated July 23, 1943, says: 

“In view of the gravity of iice position in India, the 
Central Government find it impossible to undeitake, until 
further notice, further exports of rice from India ” 

This did not remove the suspicion and nervousness 
from the public mind, and eases of export -were cited, from 
time to time, by the Indian Chamber of Commerce. This 
U'as partly contradicted and small exports of foodgrains, 
particularly of rice, were admitted by the Government. At 
long last the present Food Member, Sir J. P. Srivastava 
enunciated the Government policy on October 13, and was 
candid enough to express the conditions on which he would 
allow export: 

“These are ; (i) for provisioning ships sailing from Inchan 
ports for the use of the Indian seamen of the merchant navy, 
within the confines of the Indian Ocean ; (a) for tlie use of 
vital personnel on our air lines of communications in neigh- 
bouring countries— (their bare minimum necessities). The 
total quantities involved will be less than x,ooo tons a month. 

In conclusion, it will not be out of place to quote the 
remarks of the Foodgrains Policy Committee (1943) on this 
knotty question of export. Says the report^; 

“It is only recently that the full significance of the loss of 
imports has been realised , . . The absence of imports not only 
serioudiy embarrasses the position of certain deficit areas, to 
an extent which is quite disproportionate to the absolute cUlIer- 
ence in. India’s food position as a whole by the cessation of 
imports, but also setiously affects the sense of secunty generally, 
From the point of view of re-assuring the public an earlier 
cessation of exports would have done something to compensate 
these adverse consequences of the cessation of imports,” 
(Italics mine). 


$ 1 . 



PROFITEERING 


Profitecniig in the trade ot foodgrains was one o£ the 
worst leatures ot the iamine o£ 1943. It was quite in- 
ci edible that while the Government, both Central and 
Provincial, were trying to prevent profiteering by the 
common traders, they themselves were guilty ol the very 
same offence in their transactions. The country was 
humming with tumours ol such gam being made by the 
Government and occasionally sharp criticisms would appear 
in the newspapers from sources that could not be easily 
assailed. 

The Coiiiiiieice o£ Bombay wiote on September 11 
(page 378): 

“It is clear that the Bengal Government unable yet to 
give satisfactory infoiinatiou concerning stock and utilization 
thereof." 

The Lord Bishop of Calcutta in a statement at Simla 
to the Associated Press said on September 12: 

“The Puniab has been generous in sending ns wheat and 
they have every right to expect that it .should be distributed 
at a price not above tlie piice paid in the Punjab plus the 
freight charges.’’ 

The special representative o£ the Amrifa Bazar Patrika, 
writing from New Delhi on September 12, stated: 

“Civil & Military Gazette writes . 'There seems to be some- 
thing radically wrong on the Bengal Ministers’ own showing 
and we can assure him that Punjab support . . . would be 
rUioro readily forthcoming if the suspicions were removed that 
the Bengal Government is not doing everything in its power 
to ensure that supplies were being provided to the needy and 
starving at the lowest possible rates.’ 

“In the course of successive issues the newspaper has 
published ‘authentic figures’ proving the discrepancy of 
Mr, Suhrawardy’a statements which it describes as Tar from 
convincing’ and supporting the widely spread, allcghtiou ^hst 

5 
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the Punjab’s [irocluccr and the Punjabi lucrchant is under tlie 
impies&ion that there is gross profiteering uncbeckcd if iK>t 
encouraged by the Bengal Government. 

"Compaiing the costs on the basis of detailed figures, the 
‘Civil & Military Gazette’ criticises Bengal’s foodgraiiis buying 
and selling iiolicy and asserts that sufficient data is available 
that prove conclusively that there is cither gross mismanage- 
ment, criminal profiteering or unexplained leakage in the 
Bengal transactions. 

“An indictment of those iu youei in Calcutta is expressed 
in the sentence quoted from the Punjab jiress, ‘Must all have 
their pound of flesh at the exjicnse of the starving ?’ ’’ 

Said Sir Collins Garbett, I.C.S., Regional Food Com- 
missioner ot Northern India, at the Rotary Club luncheon 
in Calcutta on September 28: 

"The Government of Bengal probably due to some sort of 
miscalculation has actually made a jirofil of just under Rs. /to 
lakhs as a result of their recent transactions uith the Pvrnjab 
Government i-elating to foodstuffs.’’ 

More authentic and reliable information came at long 
last from the Government sources. The proceedings of the 
Provincial and the Central Legislatures and speeches made 
there will convince anybody of the grain trade and the 
profit made therefrom by the Bengal, the Sind and the 
Central Governments. The .statements and speeches made 
by the Punjab Ministers arc illuminating; 

‘‘In spite of out strong protest, no action seems to have 
been taken uptill now to check some of the Provincial Govern- 
ments from making profit at llie expense of the Punjab growers 
and their (Provincial Governments) starving poprjlation.’’ 

The truth about the ugly lumour of profiteering 
by the Bengal Government from the sale of Punjab 
wheat behame first known in the Bengal Assembly on 
September 16. But nobody could suspect that '‘from May 
to August, the profit amounted to Rs. 33-34 lakhs, derived 
solely from sales of w-heat to mills”, and further “the Bengal 
Government are not concerned in any of the subsequent 
ttansactions”, until New Delhi, on October 9, give oUt the 
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actual facts. The Government of Bengal had their share 
of profit in the sale of wheat to the mills and, it is strange, 
that they did not care to know if the output of the mills 
had foimd its way into the ‘black market’. In addition to 
wheat sales the Bengal Government earned a “gross revenue 
of Rs. 6-32 lakhs from rc-salcs of wheat products” to the 
starving people of Bengal. 

The exploits of the Central Government were more 
interesting. The spirit of profiteering caught the Lords of 
the Centre and found easy victims in them. The Centre 
vied with Provinces like Bengal and Sind in making 
their pile, perhaps “to provide against bad days”. Sardar 
Baldev Singh, the Punjab Development .Minister, in a 
statement to the Aaodaled Press at Lahore on October 24, 
said tliat "even the Government ol India made a piofil of 
one rupee per niaund on wheat purchased on its behalf in 
the Punjab and sold to deficit provinces”. 

Sardarji’s stateinout did not meet with an unmixed 
reception. There were many who had implicit faith in the 
integrity of the Central Government and thought that the 
Government of Lord Linlithgow was above all suspicion. 
The truth was out in the Central Assembly on November 17, 
1943, when Sardar Sant Singh ‘declared that as regards 
profiteering he knew that the Bengal Government made 
profits’. He also knew that ‘the Central Government made 
a profit of Re. 1-2 a maund on wheat bought from the 
Puhjab and sold to Bengal, and in this way made a profit 
of Rs, 1 crore. Was the Finance Member prepared to deny 
that?' 

Sir Jeremy Raisman, the Finance Member to the 
Government of India, was heard to remark that he was 
prepared to give R.S. 10 for every one which Sardar Sant 
Singh alleged had been made by the Central Government. 

Sardar Saint Singh went on repeating the charge 
against the Central Government. The Finance Member 
' interrupting him ajgain, asked "if he supported taJiation by 
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Government to cover themselves against loss on food 
supplies". 

One fails to understand how the Central Government 
could suller a loss on food tiansaction when they had been 
keeping a clear margin of profit at Re. 1-2 per maund. 

The climax of this controversy was i cached on the next 
day. The Food Member, Sir J. P. Srivastava, said that 
"although all the final bills of the agents had not been 
received yet” it appeared that the transaction “would leave 
the Central Government with a substantial profit". 

Sardai Baldev Singh, who was witnessing this bout 
fiom a distance came out with a generous offer to the 
Central Government from Lahore on November 23. 

According to the Associated Press message: “Refcnring 
to the Finance Member’s offer that the Government of 
India would pay Rs. 10 for every rupee, il the charge ol 
profiteering was proved, Sardarji said: 

“The adnussion has now been made by the Food Member 
that the Government of India has made a profit of annas ii per 
maund accordmg to their calculation. I expect the Finance 
Member to stand by his sporting offei, afid Bengal in this case 
should expect the windfall of a large gift of over a cioie of 
rupees - The fact leinains that it was on our msistence alone 
that the admission of substantial piofits made by the Govern- 
ment of India and other Governments has at last been forth- 
coming.” 

After this everybody expected that the Hon’ble 
Finance Member should arrange for some relief to the 
people of Bengal but the expectation was never fulfilled. 

How the Ministers or Members, benefited by the profit 
thus derived, received exposure in public, dould be 
known from the statement issued by the Sind Ministry on 
December 19, 1943, in connection with their tussle with the 
Central Government over the fixation of price of foodgrains 
in the Province; 

“We want to abolish the development fund which was 
created for reconstruction purposes out of the profits made by 
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the Sind Coverninent thronsh the evpotts of surplus as it is 
criticised by the svholc soodd/’ (Ilalict. mine). 

The Go\ciniueiit of Bengal is a worse olFender in 
this respect. PiiIdHc criticism, which created a sense of 
guilt in the mind of the Sind Government, failed to 
produce any cflcct on the Government of Bengal. In fact 
they continued their grain trade, beyond September, with 
a large margin of profit, until the Government of India 
found it impossible to overlook it any further. Said 
Mr. B. R. Sen, the Director General of Food, on 
February 21 , 1941 , in the Council of State: 

. . no wheat was imported into Calcutta from abroad 
dtirinK the nionths of July to September, T043. Tu October 
12,530 toms, of wheat and 8, .520 tons of flour were imported. 
In Novendicr 10,560 tons of wheat was imported and in 
Dcccinbor 31,450 ton,s. 'I'lie pilce charged to the Bengal 
Government lor thi.s impoiled wheal was Rs. 7-5*0 per niauhd 
bagged warehouse and lor wheal iiroclucts Rs. H-4-0 iier niatmd. 
As regards the prices charged by the Bengal Governmeut, from 
the 30th September, 1043, to the ist of January, 1Q44, the price 
was Rs. I3-T3-0 per mauud of wheat delivered to the mills and 
from ist January onwards the price had been reduced to 
Rs. 10-7-0 per nmund. 'I'ho mills were peruiiLtcd to charge 
Rs. 14 a mauud for atta and Rs, 19 a inaund for flour from the 
30th September to tbe cud of December ; but these rates had 
been reduced to Rs. 1 1-8-0 a inaimd for atta and Rs. 14 for 
flour from ist of January,. 1944.” 

It can be easily surmised that had there been no 
gambling in the foodgrains trade by the several Governments 
the markets would not have registered sucli a steady rise in 
prices. The price, in such a case, would iiave been lower by a 
few rupees per maund of wheat or wheat products thus 
making it available to people of moderate means. It also 
could .favourably react on the price of rice in the province. 

The duties of all governments is to suppress profiteering 
in the face of a fast approaching famine. But when the 
autliorities are suspected of gross profiteering, it is not 
possible lor them to punish others guilty of the same or 



36 


I^AMlNliS IN BHNGAI. 


similar ollences. Profiteering on the part ol the Govern- 
ment, and oi big hoarders, who sometimes trade in the 
name and on behalf of the Government of Bengal,, 
was one of the main causes that precipitated iJie crisis. 
Such practice of profiteering by the Government is a 
repetition of events of the past. The remark of one of the 
many publishers of ‘Capital’ of Karl Marx, Messrs. Swan 
Sonnesnschein &: Co. Ltd., is significant. It runs thus 
(page 777 ): 

"In the year 1866 more than a million Hintltis died of 
hunger in the Province of Orissa alone. Nevertheless, the 
attempt was made to enrich the Indian treasury by the price 
at which the necessaries of life were sold to the starviuK 
people.”^ 

When history will be w'rittcn in an unbiased atmos- 
phere, the action of the Government in their ‘‘attempt'* at 
enriching the treasury at the cost of dying millions will 
receive its due share of condemnation. 


was also a ‘grain tsade’ in 1770 and ref^-ence liaa been made 
to it at p. 4; see Ante. 



rHE PRICE MUDDLE 


The contitbuUon oi price muddle Lo the iniseiy, 
dcvastatiou and death of 1945 has never been properly 
assessed. When things tvould be seen in their proper 
perspective, the simple uuth svould come to light that this 
single tactoi, more than anything else, bi ought about the 
general disttess in the country — distress to those who were 
dead, and gone as well as to Uiosc that survived. 

Foodstufls became scarce and starvation was the result. 
There was no complete disappearance of foodstufls from the 
market. Had if been the rase it would have aflccted the 
poor and the lich, the black, and the white alike in villages 
and cities. The case was otherwise. The poor died while 
the rich and the upper middle class escaped with injuries 
proportionate to the length oi their respective pur.ses. It 
is thus clear that it was the high cost ol foodstufls that killed 
more meu than did its actual non-availability. 

The controversy whether tlicre had been ‘inflalion’ 
or ‘normal currency expansion’ due to war should have been 
shelved earlier. The Home Government and its mouth- 
piece the Central Government hotly ‘contented that there 
was virtually uo inflation’ in India. These people, as the 
case usually is, had strong suppoiters in the economic 
journals conducted by European interests. And the matter 
did not receive the attention it deserved. 

The question that was long debated was whether 
‘inflation’ or ‘shortage of supply’ was the real cause of the 
rise in prices. It would have been belter for the people, 
who had nothing to do with ihese problems but to die 
helplessly, if both inflation and shortage of supply had 
been accepted as the twin causes of high price. In times of 
stress it is extreinely important to ensure an. adequate 
supply of food and clothing materials at a price within the 
purchasing power of the poor, hlo body can deny that 
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inflation is one of the potent causes of rising prices. ,It is, 
therefore, imperative for any government to check inflation 
while trying for a more liberal supply of the articles oi 
daily use. 

The Government of India failed in both. They 
allowed the matter to drift till inflation made ‘the rich 
richer, and the poor poorer’, and among other evils the 
inevitable ‘black market’ spread its tentacles to every nook 
and corner of the country. The Government also failed to 
realise the serious shortage of every form of ‘consumers’ 
goods’ and were most reluctant to release the mills and 
factories for the production articles of every day use. 
They instead pinned their faith in the theory of hoarding 
and that of disgorging as the sole remedy. They failed to 
discover the hoards, where there were none, and also failed 
to make big stockists and government agencies to disgorge 
tliem (the hoards) by tire threats hurled at hoarders and 
profiteers almost every day. The Government in India are 
competent to find out an objectionable leaflet placed in the 
folds of a book or underneath the bedding of a taktaposh 
but failed to find out two-maund-rice bags stacked in 
godowns in hilly heaps. 

To their pet theory of hoarding, the Government of 
Bengal added their theory of 'falling prices’ of foodstuffs. 
On May 8, the Hon’ble the Finance Minister, Mr. T. C. 
Goswami, said (at Behala near Calcutta): 

“that in a short time the situation will improve.” 

On May 16, at the foot of the Ochterloney Monument, 
the Civil Supplies Minister said: 

“There can be little doubt that rice had gone into hoards. 
If the hoarders would not disgorge ‘he would not refrain from 
doing his duty and in getting those hoards wherever they were’. 
He hoped that ere long their efforts in this respect would bear 
fruit and the prices would come down.” 

The Finance Minister, the Hon’ble Mr. Tulsi Chandra 
•GtBwamt 
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'believed that beioie long tlic price would come down. The 
speculators were in their last grasp and the reason why the 
prices were not coniiiig dowm could be assigned to their last 
desperate attempt to keep the prices up ... . He believed that 
the hard days through which the people were passing on 
account of the soaring prices would not last more than two oi 
three weeks.” 

On May 23, 1943, the Premier, the Hon’ble Sir Khwaja 
Nazimuddin, said at Howrah that 

“he had no doubt that the prices of foodstuffs would be brought 
to a reasonable level within a short time.” 

On June 4, 1943, when rice was selling, according to 
the Central Government, at Rs. 32 per maund, a Civil 
Supplies Department Press Note said that “there is every 
reason to believe that prices have reached their peak”. It 
also said that ‘more and moic rice is flowing into the 
Calcutta and mufassil markets* and with the ‘unearthing ol 
the hoards’ there tvas ‘ground for solid confidence that prices 
will begin to fall’. 

During the Bengal Upper House debate on July 19, 
1943, Mr. Suhrawardy, the Civil Supplies Minister, said that 
“the price of rice has been arrested” and also, “as a result 
of the drive the prices have been controlled and prevented 
from rising”. 

On August 1, he exclaimed: 

“I wish to false this opportunity of warning the trade tliat 
a scheme for contiolling prices throughout Bengal will shortly 
be put in operation .... Most vigorous steps will be taken 
by Government to ensure that these controlled prices arc 
maintained.” 

It will be evident from the following table, taken from 
the Indian Trade Journal, that all the above statements 
were untrue ; inasmuch as price tosc to Rs. 37 per bazar 
xnaund on. August 8, 1943. It is needless to say that the 
actual price was much higher than what has been given 
in the table, 

6 
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I'RICB OF RICE IN CAI/CU'ITA 
FROM MARCH 26, 1943 


On 


RS. A.S. F. Rs. As 

P. 

26. 

3. 

43 . 

2,3 

0 

0 to 24 0 

0 

2. 

4. 

43 

23 

0 

0 „ 24 0 

0 

9. 

4. 

43 . 

22 

0 

0 „ 23 0 

0 

16. 

4. 

43 . 

22 

0 

0 „ 23 0 

0 

23. 

4. 

43 . 

22 

0 

0 „ 23 0 

0 

30. 

4. 

43 . . 

23 

0 

0 „ 24 0 

0 

7. 

5. 

43 . . 

26 

0 

0 „ 27 0 

0 

14. 

5. 

43 ... 

30 

0 

0 „ 31 0 

0 

21. 

5. 

43 ... 

31 

0 

0 „ 32 0 

0 

28. 

5. 

43 ... 

31 

0 

0 „ 32 0 

0 

4. 

6. 

43 . . 

32 

0 

0 ., 33 0 

0 

11. 

6. 

43 ... 

34 

0 

0 — 


18. 

6. 

43 ... 

32 

0 

0 „ 33 0 

0 

25. 

6. 

43 . . 

31 

0 

0 „ 32 0 

0 

2. 

7. 

43 ... 

31 

0 

0 „ 32 0 

0 

9. 

7. 

43 ... 

32 

0 

0 ,. 33 0 

0 

16. 

7. 

43 ... 

32 

0 

0 „ 33 0 

0 

23. 

7. 

43 ... 

32 

0 

0 „ 33 0 

0 

30. 

7. 

43 ... 

33 

0 

0 — 


6. 

8. 

43 . 

33 

8 

0 — 


13. 

8. 

43 ... 

34 

8 

0 — 


20. 

8. 

43 ... 

37 

0 

0 — 


27. 

8. 

43 ... 





3. 

9. 

43 ... 

36 

0 

0 „ 37 0 

0 

10. 

9. 

43 

32 

0 

0 (nominal — 


to 


asking rates, there being liard- 

18. 

10. 

43 

ly any seller at the controlled 




rale W., 

Ra. 24/-). 


22. 

10. 

43 ... 

...No quotation available, tne 




controlled rate being Rs, 20/- 




per md. 

since 25-&-43. 

29. 

10. 

43 ... 



—do— 


S. 

11, 

43 ... 

... 


— do — 


12. 

11. 

43 ... 



-do— 


19. 

11. 

43 ... 



—do — 



(Accordiag' to the “Trade Journal” price given above is for Raima, 
mill cleaned, per b. md. In fact the price is for any rice available in 
the market). 

The readers would particularly remember ‘‘that the 
actual increases are supposed to be greater in view of black 
market ignored in the index.” 

Rice sold at Rs. 105 per maund at Dacca in the middle 
of October^ 


* “The eaaentiat foodstufis, such, as rice, atta, etc., are not avail- 
able, A gentleman was in a desperate plight for want of rice a few 
days ago, and could seenre with difficulty only a atnall quantity at 
Rs, 105 per maund.” Rai Bahadur K. C. Banerji, to Asso- 

e(ak(L Press, publislied in Calcutta on October 16 1943, 
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On Scptombcr 11, the Slalesinan wrote: 

“Rice is sltll scaice iii Cnlculta and the difficulty of the 
ptiblic in obtainin{> supidics fiom the bazar continues. 

“Yesterday when the Oovemmeiil order fixing the prices 
for retail sale at Rs. 36 a uiaund came into force, a ‘ Slateimcm" 
reporter who visited some markets, was told by shopkeepers 
that they had no stocks as lliey could not sccture supplies from 
the mills. In .some places rice could be obtained only in small 
quantities at controlled rates.” 

The Bengal Government was satisfied with the scheme 
for price control by means ol sliding scale which was to take 
effect from August 28, 1943. With the announcement of 
the scheme “Government decided to buy rice and paddy” 
wherever available. Mr. Suhrawaidy “daimed that the 
prices had been bi ought down”, and ‘Kdirnied that their 
price polity had not failed.” (October 13 and 1,'), 1943.) 

The Director General of Food, Mr. B. R. Sen, said 
on October 1, 1913: 

“The recent .scheme of the Bengal Government in regard 
to the proctiremeut of foodgrains has evidently failed. The 
scheme was based on the .system of a descending scale of prices, 
j.e., till the middle of August the piice fixed was Rs. 10 per 
maund and then the prices were lowered gradually for every 
successive week. The expectation was that the hoarded and 
the new crops reaped would come to the market for quick sale. 
But the result of the scheme was hardly encouraging ; there 
was even a wholesale disappearance of rice rn certain places.” 

Whom are we to believe? The people through their 
experience of suffering knew that the Director General was 
speaking the barest truth. 

The Statesman wrote thus on October 12, 1943, under 
the caption ‘Consequences of Untruth' : 

“With commendable realism Bengal’s energetic Minister 
of Civil Supplies, Mr. Snhrawardy, last Sunday {10-10-43) 
described his Province aa in the grip of unprecedented famine. 
He added a weH-phrased exhortation to cultivators and traders 
to tclease their stocks of foodgrains fortnwith for public con- 
sumption. This plea he based not only on humanitarian 
grounds but on the ground that prices ate soon bound to fall. 
We do not know whether he is righf in this forecast ; nor, 
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perhaps does lie. But realism necessitates lecognilioii that 

many will certainly disbelieve him 

“Disingenuousness or ill-informed optimism in propaganda 
seldom in the long run pay ; this can (as recently) have reper- 
cussions as disastrous as a boomerang. 

“Nevertheless all humane foUc will fervently hope that 
those who now choose to disbelieve Mr. Suhrawardy’s latest 
statement will before long find themselves painfully caught by 
a heavy price-fall, causing them to disgorge the ugly profits 
being sucked fioni the miseiies of the poor ; and there seems 
interesting possibilities that this may happen.” 

Subsequent events proved that the "disbelievers” were 
right and the "interesting possibilities” never materialised. 

One is not sure i£ irresponsible statements of the 
Government, contrary to actual facts, helped to lull the other 
provinces into complacency regarding the seriousness of the 
situation in Bengal. 

The position, as recorded in the index number of 

prices, were as follows: 

INDBX NUMBBR OP PRICES 
(Whoi,iiSai,e Pkices in Cawha) 

July 1914=100 



Cereals 

Pulses 

Sugar 

Other 

Food 

Mustard 

Oil 

1942 



Ai tides 

Jan. 

112 

127 

157 

216 

75 

Feb 

114 

122 

164 

217 

SO 

Mar. 

115 

127 

177 

213 

70 

Apiil 

118 

120 

198 

228 

SO 

May 

126 

127 

200 

285 

80 

June 

154 

151 

210 

294 

82 

July . . 

163 

151 

220 

289 

95 

Aug, 

174 

166 

215 

362 

97 

Sept. 

177 

186 

261 

349 

Not av. 

Oct. 

185 

198 

231 

355 

Not av. 

Nov. 

220 

226 

261 

355 

105 

Dec. 

250 

241 

231 

411 

Not av. 

1943 






Jan. 

260 

238 

258 

434 


Feb. 

166 

280 

260 

444 


Mar. ... 

334 

309 

298 

457 

148 

April ... 

375 

307 

280 

605 

189 

May 

473 

374 

311 


197 

June 

447 

366 

329 

565 

192 

July 

498 

393 

365 

580 

207 

Aug, 

672 

449 

355 

579 

239 

Sept, (a) 

630 

450 

375 

582 

273 


(a) The fact is that nee is scarcely available in the market in 
safheient quantilies.— (Author’s remarks). 
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The figure!) gi\ cn above relate to cereals, pulses, sugar, 
mustard oil and oilier food articles. The prices soared 
higher and higher inspite of die fact that the Central 
Government held as many as six conlcrences with the tesult 
that the people began to die of starvation from July 1943 
on the streets of Calcutta. 

In the face of these facts Mr. Hossain Imam, a stalwart 
of the Moslem League in the Council of State from Bihar, 
said on November 23, that "the price of rice had come down 
ever since the League Ministry had taken office” and they 
had taken office on April 24, 1943. 

But the question of rising prices of foodstuffs was not the 
only problem M'ith the jicoplc of India, particularly ol 
^Bengal, where the famine had been taking its toll in 
millions. 'J’he cost of all the necessaries of life had increased 
and the people were practically deprived of every article 
required for the upkeep of the individual and the family. 
In each case the cost had ina’cased prohibitively leaving a 
small or no margin to secure food, clothing, drugs simple 
toilet articles, frucl, utensils, agriculUiral implements, etc. 
The Government thought that Ute people with the very low 
standard of living, that they had been able to develop 
during the last 200 years of peaceful reign, would bear any 
amount of strain and would also supply 'volunteers’ for the 
army at the rate of 70,000 per month. 

The people were starved in all possible ways. It 
was when the massacre had overtaken the land that the 
Government began thinking of importing ‘toilet goods, 
ra'sor blades, whisky and drugs’. They also tried “to make 
a greater release of certain types of steel, such as usable 
defectives, tlrrough provincial and trade channels, at con- 
trolled prices, to expand manufacture in small-scale in- 
.dustries of agricultural implements, sUch as small tools, 
nails, shoes for bullocks, cart tyres, etc.” On December 28, 
1943, they decided to release a small quantity of brass 
sheets for the manufacture of household utensilsl 
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The whole nation was forced to buy things at a rate 
600% or more above the ordinary rates, when the bulk. ol 
the population, consisting of the landless peasantry and 
persons unconnected with the war services or war contracts 
had absolutely no means of earning any extra income. 

During all these years India could have produced her 
requirements while helping the war effort. She would 
have been, under cover of import regulations and cir- 
cumstances caused by the war, able to establish her own 
industries and defy competition of imported goods when 
conditions will have been returnting to normal. Valuable 
opportunities have been allowed to waste by controlling 
power, raw materials of every kind, tools and implements, 
machinery and what not for the prevention of the growth of 
new industries in the country. The British policy was 
enunciated by the Hon’ble Sir Jeremy Raisman, Finance 
Member to the Government of India, on March 4, 19-12, in 
the following terms: 

“The paramount need of tlie moment is to gear the 
industrial potential of this country to the war effort ; and I 
should have thought that the setting up of other industries, 
although possible without diversion of machinery or man-imwer 
or ddllj would tend, if anythng, to obsti-uct the maximum war 
effort.*’ 

This policy has done incalculable harm to the interests 
of the people of India. It was wrong to assume that during 
the long period of War, Indians would be able to subsist 
on the products of the wmr industries alone. The small 
industries scattered in villages and partly dependent on the 
large factories for materials to work upon could not find a 
rtgular supply of these articles and had to stop' work. 
While some persons became rich in no time by industry 
and labour connected with the war, others became poor 
and poorer by the loss of their means of livelihood, 

The Government fooked on during the first stages of 
this trouble complacently and subsequently, helplessly at the 
rising prices. The suffering public sold away everything 
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they had <mfl vtiy soon came to tlic end o£ their (ether. 
Yet Goveinment would oppose any mention of ‘inflationary 
tendencies” in tlie inaiket. 

On this the Statesman commented on October 12, 1943, 
m (he following tciins: 

”... the New Delhi anlhoiities last cold neathci contended 
that there was virtually no inflation, though they have since 
admitted to having had knowledge duiing the latter pait of that 
peiiod of dangerously inflationaiy tendencies ” 

The remaiks of the Statesman on the Government’s 
‘‘disgraceful tradition of ialse and ignorant prophecy” on 
falling prices, non-existence of food shoitagc in India and 
Bengal during the last few months (before October, 1943) 
and ‘no inflation’ theory moniloncd above, tvere tirat: 

"No Oovcinnient system which has tiaveslied truth on 
economic .subjects can reasonably ex|>cct to retain full con- 
fidence.” 

The loss of conhdence in the Government must have 
played a great pait in intensifying the fear of danger in 
the public mind. 

In England ceiling prices were fixed long before the 
people had begun to feel the pinch of increasing prices and 
‘‘to bridge the gap between the ceilings and the cost either 
of imported goods or home farm products, subsidies are paid 
in respect of many leading footls”, the result "being that 
since April 1941, the official cost-of-living index has re- 
mained practically stationary at not quite 30 per cent, above 
its pre-war level”. This was done in a country where the 
people are rich and can well look cifter themselves. In 
India, said Mr. Pethick Lawrence, on November 4, in the 
Parliament, 

"large number of people in certain provinces had not got the 
purchasing power to pay for such foodstuffs as would keep them 
alive, The main cause of this increase in price was inflation, 
Eor that inflation Governinelit of India and no body else cotild 
ho responsible.” 
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Mr. Amery was forced to admit that “the problem 
would not be nearly as serious as it is today” it the people 
were not impoverished by an all-round enhancement oi price 
oC all goods that they required. 

On October 20 , Lord Huntingdon said: 

“With increasing prices the terrible poverty of the Indian 
peasant left a very small margin between subsistence and 
starvation.” 

The anti-inflationary measures adopted by the Govern- 
ment at a very late stage were not at all successful in checking 
the rising prices of goods. The people, who could not 
purchase the necessaries of life either due to extremely high 
prices charged for them or for want of their supply in the 
market, concentrated on buying foodstuffs that wmuld save 
them from starvation if needs be and bring a good return if 
sold out.^ 

This tvas the crux of the whole situation. If prices 
had been controlled in time, and the Government tried to 
supply the market wth the common “consumer goods”, the 
tragedy ‘Would have been partly avoided. A large part of 
the rural population that succumbed to the after-effects of 
the famine due to devitalization might have been saved from 
an untimely death. 


'■Sir Tracy Gavin Jones, President, Upper India Chamber of Com- 
merce, quoting' Sir Digby Drake-Btockman on. Mardi 6, 1943, said : 

•’The villager is ccwiniodity minded, not money, or shall I say 
enrrenoy-minded. In. good limes he puls his surplus or profit into goods 
(gold and Silva") ana currency. I remember in tlie last war, when 
prices soared, ■with his surplus or profit, he bought and held large 
quantities pf gold and silver, including silver rupees, which eventually 
came into the market again dnriiis' the catastri^hic slump of 1^1-33. 
To-day no gold and silver is available and the rupee is worth intrinsi- 
cally about two aimhs, so the villwer, having no confidence in the 
secnrily-edge rupee, and being unable to buy gold and silver with it, 
prefers to hold and store a calSitl portion of his grain, especially wheat, 
commodities which ha knows always have a market valne and in which 
he bos confidence." i 



LARGE-SCALE PURCHASES 


The lamine of 19-13 beais a close lesemblance to that 
of 1770 in that in both the himines the first concern 
of the Government was to lay up a huge store for future 
emergency The markets became eji^tremely panicky and 
the result ivas disastrous In 1942, the Hon’ble the 
Commerce Member, Mr Nalini Ranjan Sarkei, said on 
September 7: 

"Lalgo-'icak puichasci an made on bchal] of (he /limy loi 
tlie inciGabinc! leunncinuits of oui Defence Foices We have 
also to meet ccilain demands in lespect of oui neifthhouiing 
coimtiics like Ceylon whose stability is vital to the dcleiice 
of the countiy.” 

And again, 

"‘PioviiiciaJ and Slate (lovcinmcnl', have to build uj> shale- 
^ic leseivei as a safcguaid against eiiuigcnry condition ” (All 
Italics mine). 

There is evidence ol further ‘large-scale’ purchases by 
very big concerns, the Railways, the Port Txust, big 
factories employing huge labour forces for mkinufattming 
essential war materials. And smaller factories connected 
with the war, following in tlie footsteps of the 'big brothers’ 
boarded huge stocks. 

Big business houses, with large profits derived from 
war supplies, entered the field, and added to their various 
other activities, the tiade in grains in Bengal. They were 
sure of a decent margin provided they could simply ‘hold 
on’ for a few days and months Extensive pm chases on 
beltalf of the Government of Bengal were made, more from 
the market than from the growers, and grains worth Rs. 42 
crores were acquired While advances totalling Rs. 15 crores 
remained unbalanced at the end of 1943-44. A large 
quantity was bought at places outside, but the province 

7 
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itself was not spared and the major portion ol the /lui crop 
of 1943 was practically ‘commandeered’. 

In the Central Assembly debates, Sir Edward Bcnthall, 
the Transport Member, said in November: 

"We have adopted deliberately a policy of cheap food, and 
of thereby stabilising the cost of living of railwaymen. We aie 
pledged to fulfil onr undertaking, and have done so without 
hoarding. The monthly letnins of the Railways between April 
and Octobei show that ovei that peiiod the Railways based 
on Calcutta — ^the K. I. R., the B. & A., the B. N. R held an 
average slocks of rice for 42 days. IMr. Kirby, the rationing 
expert has laid it down and it is accepted by Governnicnt that 
a thirty days’ stock is a reasonable figure for any large concern 
which had undertaken to feed its staff ... You cannot expect 
the railwaymen to work without food ; you cannot expect your 
food to be transported without feeding your railwaymen . , . 
The Railways have bought at contiolled prices, — not above 
controlled puces in the maiket.” 

Then Sir Henry Richardson speaking as a repre- 
sentative of big European industrial concerns, in the Central 
Assembly on November 18, 1943, “would not blush if the 
worst charge against the capitalists was that they had made 
certain that their labour force would be fed”. One might 
ask what was the number of the ‘labour force’ and what ivas 
the quantity secured all at once. 

Considering the far-flung organisation of the railways 
and the number of men they employ, it is difficult for 
ordinary men to assess the total quantity of foodgrains 
withdrawn from the market so as to create a stock for 42 
days; and there is no knowing whether the stock was just for 
42 days or more in view of the fact that statistics given by 
the Government are always undependable. And why was it 
more than 30 days’ stock which the Rationing Expert had 
recommended? 

* « 

These ‘large-scale’ purchases produced a most baneful 
effect on the market. People with big or bulging purses 
began to vie with one another in getting as much supplies 
^s possible for themselves, prices rocketed upwards till 
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almost no rice was iivaiLiblc in the market tor any price. 
There was no aitciupt at keeping the market going by 
bringing in imports horn foreign countries, although scanty 
supplies were coming from the provinces at irregular 
intervals. 

Here, as in many other instances. Government failed to 
assess the result ot such large-scale buying by the ‘Capitalists' 
till December 14 , when a Press Note was issued to the 
lollowing effect: 

"In accordance with the policy . . . announced . . . regard- 
ing the Bengal Food Plan, 1944, the Government of Bengal are 
now issuing an older jirohihiting an employer 01 an. association 
of eniployer-s jointly employing 1,000 or more workers for 
inalqng purchases of licc or paddy for their employees in the 
open inaikel. 

". . . . vsuch employers .sltall, in future, obtain Iheii require- 
ments only through tlic Government chief puicha.sing agents.” 

The roasotis given foi suth restrictions were: 

"The inlciition of this oider i.s to pi event big employers of 
labour from dislociiting suiiphes and upsoUing prices by directly 
cnteiiug the luaiket lo make Utge-scalc ptuchases of the above 
commodities.” 

It would have been proper for the Government to 
foresee the results of large-scale purchases when the markets 
were receiving a diminishing supply and to prevent 
stocks accumulating in a few business centres. The Press 
Note of December 14 , ought to have been issued in April or 
May 1943 , wdien it had not been too late to check the evil 
effects of big purcliases. 



THE DENIAL POLICY 


The Boat Denial and the Rice Removal Policies ol the 
Government were the most indiscreet steps in the conduct 
of the whole war. They were alarmist steps that exposed 
the nervousness of the military experts shaking, as their 
result, the confidence of the whole population. 

Explaining the principle of the Denial Policy, Sir John 
Herbert, the then Governor of Bengal, said in the Bengal 
Legislative Assembly on April 2, 1942; 

“There is no intention on tlie part of the Government to 
burn villages, or to remove stocks of grain from villagers’ 
houses. Should, however, in the case of an invasion surplus 
stocks fall into the hands of the enemies, it has been decided 
to take measures to remove smjDlu.s stocks of grain from the 
distiicts concerned, but it is not intended to remove any paddy 
or other food-grains, which are needed for the normal require- 
ments of the people. 

The other form of denial of faalities to the enemy that is 
intended m the districts is to prevent any means of transport 
from falling into his hands. If it should ever happen that, in 
view of the military authorities, the invasion of any district in 
Bengal is imminent all foniis of transport, whether by land or 
water, would have to be removed.” 

This was followed on the very next day by a Press Note 
requiring all country boats to register. The following 
appeared in the Amrita Bazar Patrika on April 3, 1943: 

“An order requiring all conntry boats carrying ten or inoie 
persons and all cargo boats to register at the police .station within 
whose jurisdiction the owner or the person in actual charge of 
the boat ordinarily resides, has been issued by the Government 
of Bengal. 

The order comes into force at once in the districts of 
Midnapore, Hooghly, Howrah, 24-Pergauas, Jessore, Khulna, 
Bafcarganj, Paridpur, Tippera, Dacca, Noakhali and Chittagong. 

A Press Hote issued in this connection says that cargo boats 
measuring as ft. or more in length, are also required to obtain 
a licence from the officer in charge of the* police station con- 
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ccinccl for plying in the dihliict, or partly within and partly 
outside the district. 

■These orders have I')een issued as a defence measure to 
collect inforination reganliug the number and whereabouts oi 
country boats so that, if the need should arise, a further order 
^nay be issued requiring them to withdraw beyond the danger 
zone.” 

Mr. A. K. Fazlul Huq, the then Premier of Bengal, 
wrote to His Excellency on August 2, 1942, on the Denial 
Policy in the following terms: 

“As regards your personal interference in total disregard 
of Ministerial re.sponsibilities .... the first of all is the case of 
yoirr mandate to the Joint Secretary, Coniinerce and Labour 
Department, in April last in the matter of rice removal policy. 
.... You gave him orders to take U]) the work of lemoval at 
once, without caring to find out the exact position regarding 
the excess of rice and paddy in different areas and the be,st 
means of removal and the chcap&st metliod of carrying out the 
scheme. ... At the present moment wo are faced with a rice 
famine in Bengal mainly hi consequence of an uncalled for 
interference on your part, and of hasty action on the part of 
the Joint Secrelaiy. 

“Then I come to the boat removal policy. , . . The most 
outstanding instance of bhnider which has been committed by 
tlic permanent officials, appaicnlly with your knowledge and 
concurrence, has been the case of the prevention of boats from 
going out into the Bay of Bengal for the purpose of cultivation 
of the lands in the various islands lying at the mouth of the 
Della.” 

Besides interfering with “cultivation of char lands, 
with the movement of commodities and also with deep- 
sea fishing” it caused immense hardships to the people 
dependent on these boats. 

The Order was issued on April 3, 1943, and in the 
course of a few days no less than 25,000 boats were removed 
from* circulation. (Sir J. P. Srivastava, the Food Member 
in the Central Assembly on November 18, 1943). 

In reply to a question in the Central Assembly, the 
War Secretai'y said on March 31, 1944, that “approximately 
Rs. 82 lakhs were paid as compensation in Bengal", But 
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a lump sum paid to a poor man is no substitute tor the 
instrument which earns for him his daily bread. Sucb 
money is soon spent on the necessaries of life, of which he 
is in constant want, and, there is nothing left to buy food 
when required. , 

On the basis ol fi’ve persons depending on the earning 
derived trom a boat, the Order immediately threw out 

125.000 persons into a state of panic and penury. The 
affected people roamed about spreading consternation 
everywhere and the atmosphere around became forthwith 
surcharged with suspicion and alarm. 

The Government discovered its own ctror \ery soon 
because not only the fishing trade suffered but also the char 
lands could not be cultivated nor could foodgrains be moved 
from place to place for want of transport. On January 9, 
1944, it was announced that ‘military efiort is now being 
concentrated on reconditioning country boats’. It was 
known on March SI, that ‘the release of all boats taken 
over has been agreed to with the exception of those required 
tor military use’ and the ‘Bengal Government have agreed to 

build 5,000 new boats now and 5,000 later ’ To destroy 

boats first and to rebuild them afterwards is a form of waste 
for which there can hardly be any justification. 

The removal of rice without making sufficient and 
satisfactory arrangements for the people who were to depend 
on the quantity removed was another serious blunder. As 
regards the quantity removed there is something wrong in 
the computation as the statement on May IS, 1943, of the 
then Food Secretary, Major-Gnl. Wood, putting it at 

30.000 tons, did not tally tvlih the figure given in the Food- 
grains Policy Committee Report at page 2, viz., 40,000 
tons.' 

* Uepoit of the PoodgrainB Policy Comxnittee, 1943, p 2 : "'The 
totry of Japan into the war, brought with it a series ^ conseouences 
whifih, in coajjtnction with other factors, have gravely oo’innlicafed the 
food ^tnatipn. 

(0 



THE DENIAI, POLICY 


55 


I’he Policy adopted to deny easy means of transport 
and food to the enemy, in case of an invasion, taken 
individually, was not sufficient to cause a famine, but 
together with other causes it caused serious inroads on 
the resources of the Government. It is all the more deplor- 
able that this step was taken without weighing the actual 
implication of the order or making any provision for taking 
tare of those who had been silently working for their own 
livelihood and the welfare of the society but suddenly found 
tliemselves placed in a predicament for which they were ill- 
prepared. Further, subsequent events proved that such a 
step was not at all necessary and it was giving undue 
w'cight to the strength of the enemy. Such military mis- 
calculations might have contributed to the disaster in the 
Far East and considerable difficulties to the people of the 
localities concerned. 


(#0 The fear that India might be invaded no doubt direotly affected 
the public mind, as did the air-raids upon Calcutta. Both potential 
invasion and actual air-raids increased the apprehension that communi- 
cations might be seriously interfered with ana led, no doubt, to a certain 
accumulation of stocks upon private account. 

(Hi) The same military situation forced upon the Military AuUioiities 
the necessity of taking a seties of measures which also affected the 
public mind. It became necessary t<J practise a “denial policy”, that 
is, to remove certain stocks, in case ffiey shonld fall into the enemy 
hands. The amounts involved .... actuallj' amounted to no more Qian 
40,000 tons — and though they were not in any way destroyed, they did 
affect the public mind in Bengal whi<di- was also adversely influenced by 
the depial policy in connexion witt river craft, purchases which were 
unduly magnified— in connexion witli the Army and with the supply of 
foodstuffs to contractors’ labour.” (Italics mine). 

i “Boats and boatmen are worth protecting, for they do their w'ofk 
in the face of every difficulty, and never ash for any consideration, We 
.say in Ugypl that the only men whom the first Viceroy Mahamat AU 
r never subjugated were the boatmen.”— Sir William WillcoCks, Bf.C.'M.Q-,, 
/oc, pt 21. 
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Bengal is a deficit province with regard to her food 
supply and any additional cause, otherwise negligible, 
brings about famine conditions in the Province. In fact, 
the people of the rural areas are half fed,^ verging on 
starvation and are always susceptible to malaria and other 
endemic diseases. It has been truly said that ‘malaria is an 
euphemism for insufficient food and scanty clotliing and 
unfit dwellings’. We have other causes too, epidemic in 
nature, of the high dcalh-rate among the people of Bengal, 
such as cholera, small-pox, dysentery, respiratory and other 
preventible maladies. They take a huge toll simply because 
the people have very low power of resistance due to in- 
sufficient nutrition derived from unwholesome and scanty 
food. 

Add to this occasional visitations of famine tvith all its 
horror. One may ask, what are the causes of repeated 
famines in India. The one simple answer is the chronic 
poverty of the people. Then comes the question what is 
this poverty of the entire people due to. The explanations 
that are generally advanced by the Government are that 

(i) “The population increased, very rapidly in Bengal (and 
India); 

(ii) “The Indian cultivators are careless and improvident ; 

(Hi) “The money-lender is the bane of India ; and 


‘ “fhe peasantry of Bengal, says an, official report of the Director of 
Public Health, are in large proportion tafcuxg to a dietary on which 
even the lats could ■not live for more than' ajevi weeks. 

In 1933, the Duector of Indian Medical Service, Major-General Sir 
John Me^w, estimated that 39 per cent, of the Indian people were 
wall nourished, 41 per cent, poorly nourished, and 30 pet cent, very 
poorly nourished. M least 30 fusion people of India were perpetmUy 
ftMngJy. He reported further that disease is ^dely dfesenvinated 
thiSottghfiut India and is increasing steadily and rather rapidly.”— Sir 
Purn^otomdas Thahurdas in a statement to the Press on 

October 7, 1943, at Simla. | 
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(id) “In a couiiliy where the yieople depended almost 
entirely on their crops, they must starve when the crops failed 
in years of drought.” 

In answer to such explanations, R. C. Dutt^ says that 
‘the population of Bengal (India) never increased at the rate 
of England’, (z<) ‘it is known that there is not a more 
ibstemious, a more thi ifty, and more frugal race of peasantry 
on earth’. As regards the money-lenders’ influence on the 
conomic life of the peasantry and keeping them ‘in a 
rhronic state of indebtedness’, he says that ‘the cultivators 
-e forced under the thraldom of money-lenders by the 
gidity of the Government revenue demand’. Since the 
)ove passage was written, the rural indebtedness has been 
■quified to a certain extent by the ‘AgTicullural Debtors’ 
ct’, ‘Money Lenders’ Act', etc,, and long before that the 
nd revenue system tvas stabilised tt) a certain extent 
land legislations of various types. As regards the fourth 
cause, failure of crops in certain areas, it may be said that 
ops never failed in a manner that might cause havoc to 
•allions of the population. In this connection we must 
'nk of the railways, which have been expatided at a huge 
crifice of the tax-payer’s money and should b? utilised to 
meet the deficit from other surplus areas in times of need. 

The causes mentioned above have been termed ‘super- 
h >al explanations’ of Indian famine by the late R. G. Dull 
.nd he asks, ‘What are the true causes of Indian poverty 
and Indian famines?’ [It might be said here that what i.s 
ti le of India is more particularly applicable to conditions 
n Bengal and it is safe to, deal with the causes of ‘poverty 
Ipd famines’ in both Bengal and India in a general way]. 
Then what arc the true causes? In reply, Dutt puts some 
rounter-questions, such as; 

“Does agriculture flourish? Are industries and manufac- 
res in a prosperous condition? Are tire finances properly 
‘ministered*, so as to bring back to the people an adequate 


' The 'Economic HUimy of Iniia (under Early Ertash Rale], p, vfl, 
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return lor the taxes paid by tliein ’ Are the sources of national 
wealth widened by a Government anxious tor the material 
welfare of the people?”^ 

In his oivn language, the reply is: 

"The economic laws w'hich operate in India are the same 
as in other countries of the world ; the causes which lead to 
wealth among other nations lead to prosperity in Indra ; the 
causes which impoverish other nations, impoverish the people 
of India.” Further “it is, uufortimately a fact . . that, in 

many ways, the .sources of national wealth in India have been 
nat rowed under British Rule. India in the eighteenth centru'y 
was a great manufacturing as well as a great agricultural 
country, and the products of the Indian loom supplied the 
markets of Asia and Europe. It is, unfortunately, true that 
the East India Company and the British Parliament, . . . dis- 
couraged Indian manufactrirers in the early years of British 
Rule in order to encourage the rising manufactures of England. 
Their fixed' policy .... was to make India .subservient to 
the industries of Great Britain, and make the Indian people 
grow raw produce only, in order to supply material for the 
looms and manufactorie.s of Great Britain. This policy was 
pursued with unwaveiing resolution and with fatal success . . .■” 
(Italics mine). 

Behind the economic causes mentioned above, other 
factors perhaps more potent and far-reaching than these 
have reduced Bengal, a ‘land overflowing with milk and 
honey’, to a land of abject penury, disease and decay. 
Eminent people enquiring into the causes of such revolu- 
tionary climatic changes in the Province and economic 
disaster to the people think that an inordinate desire 
for gain, combined with considerations of military strategy 
and the attempt to open an outlet for British capital under 
a ‘guaranteed system', in the shape of railways, is the main 
contributory cause, Then there are high roads and 
embankments effected without any consideration of the 
natural courses of rivers and streams, ‘mother Nature’s own 
masterful and cunning handiwork', with the result that the 
country is visited, as many as more than a dozen times 


‘ E. C. Butt, loc elt, p. viir 
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during the rains, by dc\astating floods rendering \iflages 
full ol maishy swamps and stagnant pools. Dr. Bentley, the 
then Director f)t Public Health, Bengal, said about twenty 
)cars ago; 

“The increase ol malanal disease that has taken place in 
many deltaic areas in BcuRal is iiiextiicably bound up with 
a coincident decline of agricultural production owing to 
diminished natural irrigation and iinpovcrishment of the soil. 
The common origin of these associated evils is to be sought in 
the decay of river systems of the delta tracts, accelerated by the 
embanking of certain main channels, the mischief being further 
greatl 3 ' intensified by the construction of thousands of miles of 
raised roads and railways.”' 

He further added: 

"flince the flushing of this country has been jn'cventcd, 
agriculture, health and prosperity have suffered . . . 

L(.-Col. J. A. Sinton says: 

“These factors (measures resulting in an increase of 
malaria) have led in India to industrial and agricultural decay, 
economic stress, ahandonment or inhibition of potentially pro- 
mising enterprises, depopulation of imporlnnt and potentially 
rich tracts of the country.”® 

This is all-round starvation and is tire root of all evils. 

The fertility of the soil has been delcteriously affected 
by the deprivation of the manure that was carried in the 
past by the ‘rich red tvater’ of the flood regulated by 
irrigation canals and now almost choked up by silts accu- 
mulating in the course of many neglected years. "The first 
thing in Bengal is to give plentifully of the rich red water 
of the flood and so enrich the soil and combat malaria," 
said Sir William Willcocks in 1928.* (Italics mine.) 

We have also the views of Sir Arthur Cotton on 
irrigation, which has been thoroughly neglected, and is one 

* Chas. A. Bentley ; Malaria and Agt (culture in Bengal, p, 65. 

* Ibid., p, 47. 

’W.-Col, J. A. Sinton, D.Sc., t.M.S., in “Man-made Malaria In 
India”, p, 1 (Government pi India Health BnUetin), 

* Sir William Willcocks, K, C. M. G. : The Restoration of the 
Ancient Irrigation of Bengal, p. 23, 
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o£ the main causes o£ malaria, poverty and famines (in 
Bengal). Says Sir Arthui Cotton; 

"If the caieful I'egulatiou of water is atteuded to it answei'S 
admirably every requirement of the countij', bringing prosperity 
to the population and revenue to the Government. Its necessary 
outlay in the cost of uorks is amply repaid over and over again, 
not only bj' the wealth but also the health of the territory where 
the money is .spent.” 

He was strongly opposed to the expansion of railways 
in preference to irrigation. His opinion on railways is 
remarkable : 

"Railways do not jirovide food for man and beast ; do not 
carry the whole traffic of the countiy, do not carry it cheapis' 
enough ; do not pay interest on cost and debt ; do not drain 
the country and do not provide drinking water.” 

If the mischief u done, it must be the serious attempt 
of the Government with all its resources to tmdo it as early 
as possible. Without seriously tackling the problem of 
diminishing leturns from agriculture, neglect of irrigation 
and the decaying health oi the population it is useless to 
talk about prevention of hiraines in Bengal by any other 
means. 

Says Sir IVilliam Willcocks: 

"Open up every ii-rigation canal of 6o years ago and put 
decent bridges under the railway .... and continue the canals 
through bhil and land, irrigating and blessing and washing out 
stagnant pools and filthy marshes.’" 

For the benefit of the people and the Government of 
India Sir M^illiam Willcocks further says: 

"When reviewing for Indian Engineering the work of the 
Irrigation Commission I noted that the Government of India 
never identified itself with the people of India, it acted as 
though it had no duties and no obligations to poverty-stricken 
people who were often poor owing to the ignorance 6t the 
Government itself.”® 


’ Sir W. Willcocks, loc, Cil., p. Ifi. 
p. 13. 
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The position oC the Government oC Indiu, in this 
respect, “can be compared to the action o£ the boy who 
killed his Jathei and mother and then pleaded lor special 
treatment as an orphan”. You cannot expect to enrich the 
people without restoring them to health and you cannot 
♦give tlicm health unless you can feed them with what their 
body wants. In the language of Mr. 'SVhipple: 

“Poverty aucl disease tnutimlly influence each other. We 
cannot eiqiect to solve the problem by attacking either alone. 
It is most difficult to separate cause from effect. In fact, ihoe 
IS a Ihhd majot facioi, which we call ignorance, and the thiee 
ate mulually dependcni.” (Italics mine). 

Everybody will agree that under the conditioas pre- 
vailing in India, famine is but an additional factor con- 
tributing to the eventual extinction of the race. 

R. C. Dutt dealing with the economic decline ol India 
lor political reasons remarks: 

“Place aity other couutiy imdcr the same condition, with 
crippled indnstric.s, with agriculture subject to a heavy and 
uncertain Land Tax, and with financial arrangements requiring 
one-half of its revenues to be annuallv remitted out of the 
coimtry, and the mo.sl jn'osperons nation on earth will soon 
know the hoiTois of famine. A- nation prospers if the sources 
of its wealth are widened, and if the proceeds of taxation are 
spent among the people, and for the jieople. A nation is 
impoverished if the sources of its wealtli are narrowed, and the 
proceeds of taxation arc largely remitted out of the country.”’ 

Mr. J. Lawrence, C.I.E., Commissioner of Allahabad, 
asked; “I believe there is very little difference between 
the poorer classes of the people and semi-starvation; but 
what is the remedy?” 

The remedies suggested by Mr, Dutt are; 

"Retrenchment is the first remedy ; 

"Promotion of Agricultural Wealth is the second ; 

“Revival of the National Industries of the peoifie is the 
third remedy. Ihdia never depended on agriculture alone under 


* The Hconoinic History of India during Early British Rule, p. xiii. 
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Iliudii and !Malioiiiodaii rule : India cannot i»rosper on afiricul- 
ture alone under Biitisli rule 

The remedies suggested by Sir Purusliotaradas Thaktir- 
das arc: 

“The cumulative effect of the factors (jioor and insufficient 
diet, disease etc.) in operation, presumably for decades and 
more, has now made itself felt to a horrifying extent, and any 
action in the direction of a long-lerm policy to remedy the 
piesent crisis must take cognisance of this deterioration in the 
economic condition of the masses, as allowed to pi ogress and 
accentuate itself during the last few decades.’’^ 

We may add as corollaries: Reduction in the cost of 
administration, improvement in the health o£ the people 
and of the food lor man and cattle arc other remedies 
requiring immediate attention. “Anaemic plants and 
anaemic men go together.” Improve the condition of both 
by proper flushing of the country. Due to agricultural 
decline and of ‘anaemic fodder’, and also due to malaria 
and a general deterioration of the health of the country, the 
catllc population of Bengal has become so weak that its 
maintenance has become uneconomic both as plough cattle 
and as the milch cow. 

'Further, sai'c India from taking part in your Imperial 
game wdth hard cash from the poor man’s purse. There 
is nothing left with us after paying the ‘Horae Charges’ and 
meeting other forms of direct and indirect drain on the 
revenue of the land. 

With regard to the huge drain on Indian exchequer 
in recent years says Mr. K. T. Shah“: 

“India has spent untold blood and money iu the so-called 
frontier expeditions, Afghan Wars and other Caesarian 
ventures forced upon her by the exigencies of British Imperial- 
ism. Seldom was a word of protest raised to check, — much less 
to prevent, such enterprise, far beyond the frontiers of India, 
—in Egypt, in South Africa, in China or Burma.” 

* R. C. Dutl, Economic History of JnAia during Early Eritish Rule, 
pp. 436-7, 

* Sir Purushotanidas Thakurdas in a statement dated Simla, October 
7, 1943, to the Associated Press. 

* R, 1?. Shah in 'How India Pays for the Wat pp, 16-16. 
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With regard to recent contributions in men and money 
during the Woild Wars I and II, his words should be 
known to all lovers of India who seek the cause ol Indian 
iamincs in quarters away Irora the real ones. Says he^: 

“We made in the last war a mighty contribution — a million 
men sent to the Kmthie’s battlefields ; crorcs spent from onr 
paupers’ purse on the War ; and a free gift made, in addition, 
of R.s. iQO crores to the British Exchequer In return we got 
the Rowlatt Act, the Jallianwalla Bagh massacre ; and the 
Reverse Councils, which, after strangulating our export trade, 
cost us a direct treasury loss of some 40 crores. llistory has 
already been lepeating itself in this uar as regards onr con- 
tribution.” 

. What is our contribution in the present war? It is 
quite premature to hazard any guess as to the approximate 
figure ai the present stage. It may run into an infinitesimal 
total of “Indian National Debt” which will be successfully 
retarding progress ol every kind during the next hundred 
yeans or so. Answering a question of Raja Yuvaraj Dutt 
.Sing, in the Council of State, Mr. C. E. Jones, Secretary, 
Finance Department, said on February 21, 1944: 

“Out of the total expenditure incurred by India on defence 
and supply services during the five years 1Q39-40 to 1943-44, 
the amount changed finally to Indian revenues ttndn lams of 
the financial seltlement is now expected to be Rs. §00,00,00,000 

{eight hundied crotes) The original estimate of the 

total capital outlay was Rs. 55,77,00,000. Of this India was 
liable for Rs. 11,44,00,000.” (Italics mine). 

What a paltry difference in the estimate of India’s 
contribution towards ‘defence and supply services’ in the 
present war? From Rs. 11*44 crores to Rs. 800 crores and 
the war may go on for another five, ten or more years 1 
Bound to submit to such exploitation without getting 
any benefit in return, India cannot thrive in any Sphere,* 
economic, physical, intellectual and even moral, (A hungry 


»K. X. Shah, loc. CU., p. 7 . 
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man, perhaps except in India, knows no moral law). Again 
in the words ol Mr. Shah\- 

“For though we had made a heavy contribution in men and 
money and materials in a purely European struggle for the 
survival of imperialism ; though we were given handsome 
promises of our national emancipation and autonomy, wheir tire 
day of reckoning came, a sad disillusionment awaited us. We 
were denied our due.s, if not deceived ; frustrated and 
obstructed and at every step made to feel the heavy hand of 
imperialist exploitation.” 

‘‘Occasional famine is only the pronounced expression 
of continuous .scarcity.”'' This scarcity or famine, whatever 
it is, may be due to drought, flood, frost, insect pests, etc. 
"In some cases they are aggravated by an economic system 
which strips a wide area of nece.s.sai 7 reserves or interferes 
with importation.” In India famine has been defined as 
“only the exceptional aggravation of a normal misery”.® In 
addition to the causes already mentioned, India has her 
own problems and these have been enumerated by Frank A. 
Southard, Jr., as “the agricultural workers, dependent on 
the produce of their land for sustenance, have almost no 
reserve and are prostrated in the event of crop failure. 
Heavy taxes, inadequate agricultural methods, the burden 
of a caste system containing large numbers of unproductive 
people, and the British drain upon Indian resources have ' 
been offered as explanations of Indian poverty".* (Italics 
mine.) 

With this background one should try to find out the 
causes of each individual case of famine that has visited the 
land during the British rule in India from 1770 to 1943. 

The causes that have led to the disaster of 1943 have 
been stated separately by the Secretary of State, Mr. Amery, 


‘K. T. Shah, luc cit. pp. U-12. 

’ Sir E. C. Buck, Kt., C.S.I,, Secretary to the Goveramenl of Ttulia, 
in the SiatisUcal Atlas of India (1895), p. 21. 

’ Rficyclopoedia of Social Sciences, Vol. VI, p. 162 (Diaasiers and 
Disaster Relief). 

p. 86. 
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Mr. Suhrawardy, the Civil Supplies Minister, Bengal and 
Mr. B. R. Sen, Diicctor-General ol Food, Government oC 
India. They arc the ihiel defenders ol the Government 
while a brilliant galaxy ,ol Members ol the Government oL 
India and Ministers ol the Provincial Governments have 
advanced causes that are more oi less akin to one another. 
These are rather explanations for individual conduct chiefly 
to exonerate oneself and to “shroud himself in a white 
sheet of innocence.” 

Overconfidence in the stock of the country was 
one ol (he most potent causes of this famine. Mr. Amcry 
started with the theory (July 1, 1943) that “there is. no 
overall shortage”. As regards (he immediate causes he 
said (July 14), 

“that the iircsent difficult food situation in India was due 
to widespread tendency of cultivators to withhold food Rrains 
from the market, to larger consumption ])er head n.s n result of 
increased family iiicomcS to hoarding by consumers and otheis 
and in many i)arts in India to the fact that methods whereby 
.surplus supi)lic,s of food grains had in normal time.s moved from 
areas of production to area.s of consumption had ceased to func- 
tion or been seriously weakened.” 

With weakened confidence in the Government’s 
capacity to leed the people in case of need all the facions 
mentioned above are but its natural outcome. But it i.s 
not true that there was any large stock in the hands of the 
cultivators who are proverbially poor arid must have sold 
out all they h^id wiUi the first indication of rising prices 
and subsequently died of starvation when foodgrains com- 
pletely disappeared from the market. With stocks with 
them there could not have been such wndespread misery in 
Bengal as was the case. 

It is not only ludicrous but also cruel to suggest that 
where 'people cannot have sufficient food when rice sells 
at Rs. 2-4 to Rs. 4-8 per maund, there tvas ‘larger 
consumption per head’^ when rice was selling at Rs. 20 per 

‘See Appendix. ‘Bb 

. 9 
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raaund or over and where the mass of the people were not 
very greatly benefited “as a result of increased family in- 
come” which came in the way of jiersons connected with 
the War. 

There was “increased consumption” in certain quarters 
for which the Government were responsible. They should 
have anticipated this contingency and made timely arrange- 
ments lor- meeting the extra demand on the food resources 
of the country. Writes Rev. H. C. Long in The National 
Call': 

“Even though all supplies for foreign troops were imported, 
the induction of hundreds of thousands of young Indians into 
the army must have contributed to the food shortage ; for 
ordinarily they would have been on semi -starvation rations for 
.several months each year in their own villages, but to keep 
them fit for the strenuous life of the army they must be fed 
well and regularly. The loss of Burma cut off a great food 
reservoir ou which various provinces of India used to draw 
if anything happened to local crops. Then, too, the shifting 
of coolie labour to places where construction projects were 
under way for the war effort, and the high wages paid (for they 
too must eat well), all tended to draw out the all too meagre 
food reserves of the country districts.” 

Besides, Mr. Amery failed to take notice of the high 
prices demanded for the necessaries of life for which the 
people had to sell everything and be thrown into the streets. 

The Hon’ble Mr, H. S. Suhrawardy, the Bengal Civil 
Supplies Minister, gave a long list of causes of the famine 
on .September 1 . 5 , 1943 in the Bengal I.egislative Assembly, 
Briefly stated, they were: 

(a) Natural Causes: 

(/) Failure of the Aus crop of 1943; (it) Failure of Aman 
crop of 1942-43 ; (Hi) Havoc caused hy cyclone and floods in 
Midnapore and 34-Favganas ; (iv) Havoc created by crop pe.sta. 

(0) Military Causes: 

(1) Boat Denial policy interfering with cultivaliou in the 
char areas, with the movement of commodities and also with 

* Quoted in Tlte Mdiern Review for March 1944, p. 233. ^ 
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dccp-hca fishing ; (ii) Evacualion of coastal areas throwing ,i 
considerable amount of land out of cultivation and also thion- 
mg a laige i>ortion of the iiopulation on other areas which had 
barely enough for their subsistence ; (hi) Refugees troni Burma 
and Arakati ; (iv) Tremendous increase of industiial activities 
and an influx of industrial labour; (d) boss of impoit from 
Burma ; (vi) Construction oi aerodrome imtting out of cultiva- 
tion some lands, diverting labour from the fields and producing 
another consuming non-productive population ; (vii) Influx of 
the military ; (vui) Shortage of normal imports from other 
provinces. 

A perusal of the catalogue of causes gives the impression 
that they spread over a long period and should have been 
met in lime. It is a matter of deep regret that the 
Government did not take proper steps to allay the distress 
caused by niiUtaiy reasons when they took the entire 
responsibility ol declaring war against the rvill of the 
jicople. 

With regard to the cyclone of October 16, 1942, writes 
Rev. Long in the same article: 

“The story of the devastation wrought is too wellkiiown 
to need repeating. Obviously the almost universal destniction 
of crops within that area would iiroduco a very acute food 
shortage. But the question will be asked : How could the 
destruction of most of the food of hvo .sub-divisions w'Hh a 
population of only a million and a quartw, or about 2j4 per 
cent of the total population of Bengal, contribute much to the 
general famine conditions ? We shall refer to that again 
shortly.” 

His remarks on 'havoc created by crop pests’ are also 
very interesting. The Government of Bengal never took 
the trouble of ascertaining the total loss of crop on this 
account and took no steps to meet the emergency earlier: 

“We have connections with 150 teachers scattered over an 
area in this district, occupied by more than a million people ; 
and almost all reports from them indicated extensive crop 
failure due to fungus or insects. Other information was that 
the blight extended from Burdwan on the north to south of 
Bafasore, Orissa (about 300 miles), and from the western border 
, of this district to Ghatal (50 miles). The manager of u big 
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/etnmdary cotiipany in this area said that he tlioiight the crop 
to be "about three annas to the lupce.” Letters in January, 
iq/l 3 , fioin such widely separated places as Diiiaipur and 
Mymensiugh told of a partial ciop failure in their vicinities. 
The district agricultuial officer exjiressed the opinion that pests 
had seriously affected the crops in many areas of Bengal.” 

In this lamine, the Central Government, more than 
anybody else, must own its share of responsibility. They 
were the .sole competent authority in matters relating to 
price-control, restriction on movements ol vehicles, inflation, 
transport, export and import policy, customs and tariff, 
military purchases, political and social security, etc. The 
Denial Policy and the Boat Control Order are the outcomes 
of Central Government Commands. One knows, on the 
authority of Mr. Hosain Imam, M.L.C. (Central),* that the 
Bengal Government Ministers "were forced to announce that 
there was no cause of alarm, — their being a sufficiency of 
foodgrains in the Province, — under the direction of the 
Food Department. ’ 

This lamine has been declared to be “quite lundamcn- 
tallv different in character from any famine anywhere at 
any time in British history in British histoi7 in the past" 
(B. R. Sen).* 

.• It is true ; because nowhere has any body ever seen war 
efforts progressing in full swing without any arrangements 
being made for food for the civil population. It was really 
a military strategy of a high order to move military supplies 


' Council of State Proceedings, November 19, 1943. 

’ "To the charge of neglecting the application of the provisions of 
the Famine Code to the Province, Mr. Sen replied that the Bengal 
famine nith people bereft of confidence, land affected by cyclone, crops 
destroyed by pests, foodg^raina boarded by traders, all forms of trans- 
port completely disorgamsed as a result of war conditions, and with 
scarcity of bullocks to drag carts, was a famine “quite fundamentally 
different in character from any famine anywhere at any time in British 
history in the past”, and that, therefore, tlie regulations in the existing 
Famine Code could bear no application in. essential respects. 

To this “Commerce” of 'December 4, 1943, pertinently asks, "If such 
he the case, otic would naturally want to know what the Government 
did to relieve the situation,” 
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without leaving any looin tor carrying lation. Why is any 
government machinery — the costliest institution in the 
world for the poorest people o^i the face of the earth, — 
necessary if natuie and chance can woik with a method loi 
the feeding ol the people and the successful termination of 
the wai? 

With the background of mined industries, declining 
health and agriculture, extravagant* and costly government, 
mounting ignorance, causes much lighter than war might 
have caused the famine of 1943. To add to the general 
confusion, the “Executive Councillors, Ministers, permanent 
Secretaries and so forth, with inoie concern apparently for 
their reputations and prospects than lor the public weal, 
all stiiving to pass from one to another responsibility” have 
contributed, “through complacency and misjudgment, gicccl 
and myopia" to what has “now become an obvious all-India 
catastrophe”. “This sickening catastrophe is man-made,” 
wi-otc the Slalesvmn on September 2.3, 1913. The previous 
famine originating primarily from calamities of nature bear 
but poor resemblance to the present. The local mis- 
fortunes such as cyclone m Midnapore, flood in the south- 
west Bengal, etc., “cannot account for a tillre of the present 
dreadful suftcrings" The Statesman pertinently asks: 
“What the Province’s state would now be had drought been 
added to Governmental bungling?” Certainly it “is an 
appalling thought". Loss of imports from Burma is a big 
factor no doubt; the rapid growth of population and sudden 
influx of a vei 7 number of men might have caused 
internal stresses; but they arc just like a drop in the ocean, 
Moreover they did not happen in a day. 

The largest factor has "outstandingly” been “a shame- 
ful lafk of foresight and planning capacity of India's own 
civil Governments, Central and Provincial”. Goes on 
the Statesman: 

"We say witli deliberation that the present Bengal famine 
constitutes the worst and most reprehensive administrative 
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breakdown in India imce 1930-31 Oovcrnnienl, despite its 
ramshackle structure, has since that date acfiuired impi'essive 
aptitude for handling political troubles . . But it has broken 
doivn heavily over a primary’ economic obligation. The funda- 
mental ei'ror was made of stumbling half-heartedly into a policy 
of controlling food and other commodities, while looking 
yearningly backward towards free trade, without cbtabli.shing 
beforehand the executive machinery by which the contiols 
could be enforced. A spate of paper orders poured from 
Secretariats, signifying in practice little or nothing, and making 
(lovernmeut’s fair name a laughing -.stock. For more than a 
year there has been not the least evidence of the authorities 
having any grip on the war-threatened Eastern Provinces’ 
accelerating food-shortage and soaring prices. Each ugly step 
towards the actuality of famine has found them staggering along 
several moves in the rear.” 

The real re.sponsibilitj' lies with the Secretary of State 
for India to the British Government. He controls the 
destiny of the people from a distance of 7,000 miles from 
(he seat of occuiTence having absolutely no touch with the 
actual events. The whole Indian administration, down to 
the lowest system, carry out the policy dictated by the British 
Government without die least power to amend or alter any 
jiart of it except tvilh the consent of the Secretary of State.* 

This famine has been “brought about according 10 
plan" said Dr. Deshmukh in the Central Assembly on 
December 17, 1943. In the same session, on the previous 
day, Mr. K. C. Neogy "could not help thinking that this 


* In his Minute 011 the Orissa famine, Lord Lawrence wrote in 1869 J 
“It seems to me beyond all doubt Uiat there was want of foresight, 

perception, and precaution regarding the impending calamity 

The members of the Board (of Eevenue) at the outset set their face,s 
apTsinst the wish erf the officers of the districts to go about and to ascer- 
tain the real state of things, and tlie actual onitarn of the harvest, under 
the delusion that inquiry ivas useless, and even pernicious, unless 
followed by remission of revenue, which they had determined not to 
grant or recommend.” On this Mr. Pritchard commented thus in his 
“Administration of India” : “This (minute of the Gqvemor-Genetal of 
India) must be regarded, however, at best, as but a poor attempt to 
shufDie off the responsibility. The Supreme Government were neither 
deaf nor blind nor dumb. If a 'terrible calamity’ was impending and 
the Local Government were taking no effective measures to meet it, 
Were the Supreme Government tied hand send foot that they could not 
remonstrate It?" (Prom the Amrita Basar PaWha, October 1943), 



A CUMU1,ATIVE EPKKCT 


71 


famine was primal ily a state industry and in certain of its 
aspects bore the hallmark oC genuine British manufacture”.' 
In the Council of State on November 20, lO-lS, Mr. V. V. 
Kaliker said that "neither the Bengal Ciovernment, nor the 
Secretary of State for India, nor the Government of India 
detected famine in Bengal in proper time to avert the 
tragedy. It was an administrative scandal of the first 
magnitude". 

There were very large stores of grain in the hands of 
the military and big employers and there was profiteering 
both by the Central and the Provincial Governments. 
There was also profiteering by certain big traders which 
the Government could not slop. There was complete 
disiegard of the ominous signs of coming events. Over- 
estimate of the power of Government to find out surplus 
rice from the hoai’ders, wastage by the military,® general rise 
in prices of all articles, or in other words, serious inflation, 
export and various other causes not mentioned by the 
Government, contributed each in its own tvay to the disaster 
of 1943. Each of these causes, if tackled in its proper place 
and in proper time, might have been kept within proper 
limits and prevented from assuming the huge proportions 
it did with the passing of each day. 

Subsequent events proved that the disaster could have 
been averted or at least mitigated to a large extent. With 
the facilities of transport provided by the military autho- 
rities, foodgrains moved more easily and were carried to the 
areas worst affected. Release of stock held by the military 
and big concerns at once brought in a considerable quantity 
of foodgrains for the use of the suffering people. Drugs 
and invalid food supplied by the military authorities met 

* See Appendix ‘D*. 

*Sir Frederick James, of the European Group, said on November 
16, 1943, in the Central Assembly that there was a good deal of waste 
m military circles He knew of a case in which a distinguished scientist 
was approached by tlie anthorities of a prisoneta of war camp to tell 
them how to make eomiiost out of surplus bread ; that was when people 
were starving. 
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one of Lhc most crying needs of the hour Import of 
grains from outside, which the people of India had been 
demanding tor a long time, was arranged for and the arrival 
oi the first food ship to a port of India was announced on 
October 16, from New Delhi. 

The personal care taken by the Viceroy, Ficld-Marshall 
Wavell, helped to quicken the pace ot relief measures by 
the civil authorities and the announcement ot taking the 
control ol food supply by the Central Government was 
another step in the direction of ameliorating the intolerable 
conditions that prevailed during the period. 

These are some amongst the many obstacles that could 
not be removed without the intervention of the Home 
and the Central Governments. It is for these reasons that 
the verdict of history will ptonounce them guilty oL 
negligence and dilatoriness. They waited too long on 
constitutional niceties when they ought to have proceeded 
with despatch and determination. 

The resolution of the Liberal Conference passed at 
Bombay in December, 1943, gives the whole thing in a 
nut-shell. It runs thus: 

“The Federation is strongly of opinion that both the 
Cential and Provincial Govei-nments as well as His Majesty’s 
Government are largely responsible for the serious maladminis- 
tration which has led to the calamity by lack of provision and 
effective planning and the shortage of food which should have 
been foreseen and prevented.” 
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The lamine ol 1913 leaves its deepest and longest 
scar on human .society. While the marks ol every other 
torn! of injury will disappear with the passage of a few 
)ears, it will take many long decades to rehabilitate the 
social order that has been shaken to the very foundations. 

To the Bengali, as it is to cveiy Indian save only a 
few with pcculiai ideas, the village is the quiet haven he 
would die to return to irom the huriy and bustle of the 
modern city. The lure of city hie, artificial to a degiee, 
docs not hold him long ; he ■would make a dash unvards 
the country on all possible occasions, even if it be only 
for a short w'hile, and renew contact with it whenever he 
can. When compelled to seek his (ortunc amidst the 
artificial sitiTouriclings ol a niodetu industrial town, he 
would, whencvei possible, leave his near and dear ones in 
the country and visit them at regular intervals. Every time 
he leaves home he takes with him many happy memories 
of village lile that serve to bind him down to his native soil 
with an indissoluble bond. He would not sever this bond 
unless forced to do so under very peculiar circumstances. 
Such emigrants’ number is rather few. The large majority 
of the population has their entire world in the villages, 
where their forefathers were bom and where family dieties 
and traditions have become part of their being; where a 
lew "paternal acres” or an old craft has served as their 
source of meagre subsistence. 

A hut, perhaps dilapidated with age and for want of 
repairs, and a small plot around with a tiny pool that 
scatters diseases, are all that hold him in the village. A 
cluster of such huts or holdings gave birth to village societies 
that have withstood the tyranny of time and changed 
very little under the influence of foreign 'civilization'. The 
\illage speaks in a voice that has been heard for centuries 

10 
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on end. The villagets have shaicd ilicir joys and soiiows in 
common; they have ciuarrcllcd ovex petty tnfles and big 
Junctions, Eorgotten and forgiven eacli olhers faults on 
every occasion and begun life anew. 

All the social tics axe there. Theic is tlie mother, the 
centre of humble homes, round xvhom i evolves the whole 
family woild. All other lelations aie there, each in his 
or her oxvn place, contributing in his ox her own sphere to 
make the life going in the midst of ignoiatice, insanitaiy 
conditions, ill-health, semi-staivation, insufficient clothing, 
and a very low standard of living. Parental love, filial 
piety, brotherly affection, sistei'ly attachment, neighbourly 
sympathy and solicitude commingle together to make the 
home habitable. And this home and the village go to 
make real Bengal. 

What has happened to this hoxne? The holdings in 
most cases have changed hands and would yield possession 
to new comers.^ In most cases it would provide ground for * 
undesirable plants and creepers to grow and give shelter to 
wild animals. There are very few left in these villages, 
one or txvo persons amongst a group of five or move lamilics 
in a -state of utter destitution. 

The mother is dead. Where is the mother who would 
undergo any amount of hardship for her chilcli en or lor the 
father of the family or for others whom she used to feed 
from her own scanty daily meals? With the first approach 
of scarcity she sacrificed herself bit by bit to keep all others 
in their proper places in tlxe family and the .society. There 
are a fexv still living who are devoid ol health and are too 
enfeebled to bear the future generation. There are young 
widows, woeful figures, helpless in every conceivable way and 
incapaciated by starvation to work during the i-est of their 

'■The United Piess repoiteil the following fiom Gailiandha (ptiblished 
on Octobesr 22, 1943) : 

”An aspect of the apiniHing fural impovei ishmeni and acute food 
scarcity obtaining in this sub-diviwon is revealed by tbe inagnllnde of 
land transactions resorted to by tbe agricuUnri,st?, It tianspires that 
under Gafbattdba P. S, alone as many as 640 deeds of sale, lease ann 
moriff^iges •were ejoeented during three dajs from October 17 to 19.” 
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lives Foi lici, ihc sotioiy miisL have the greatest concciu 
OiKM'aidly, the inoihetl) instiuft has diseloscd ux its ugliness 
where the piimoidial necessity made it appeal in its most 
hideous foim But the teal inothci ncvci laded hot. 11 she 
had sold hei child, ii was moic loi the iselfaic of the lattei 
than loi the advantages o( a lew coins to herself. The innet 
most inothci lound consolation in the thought that one who 
could pay lor a child not his own had also the mind and 
the capacity to feed the new acquisition If she had thrown 
her child beioie the running tiain or into the well, it was 
primal ily lor the consoling thought that the act will shorten 
Its sufferings. What is she to-d<q who has lost nearly all 
her childien by death ot could not liacc the rest who had 
gone in seaich ol loocl and have not letuniccl or will 
piobably never cotnc hack? She is the shadow of a mother 
who liad to leave liei child stealthily for lear of being 
detected and having to pay ioi the last ntes. I’hc mother 
who had not the stiongth to weep oi sob out of sheei 
exhaustion, who had not a diop of tear in her shrivelled 
body to shed tor the dead child, whose finer sentiments and 
feelings have been sniotheied foi want oL proper expression, 
who would picfei death eveiy moment to a miseiable help- 
less existence, will iail to serve the society and to meet its 
multifarious demands 

Is there any human device to give cxpiession to the 
feeling of the mother who, "huddled with others in the 
corner of the hall at the front of the Collector’s Court Room 
at Faridpur, threw out a bundle to those who had been 
icmoving the dead body of an old man and cried out, 
‘Take that also’?’’ — “It was her dead child’’ says Sir Jagadish 
Prasad in describing the incident in a Memorandum handed 
over to the Premier of Bengal on September 10, 1943, 

The Hindusthan Standard correspondent reported from 
Chandpur on October 11, 1943, (published on October 14), 

thpit; 

“A report has reached hete from the cooked food distribn- 
tiou centre at Asta-Mahainaya, witbip P 9. Fatidgunij opened 
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by the Bengal Reliel Committee theie, that a elarving molliti 
with a child in her lap, was taking toocl distributed in the 
centre. In the meantime the child died in hei lap. The mother 
did not stop to take her food and after finishing her meal she 
left with the dead child.” 

Here, through the statement of Dr. B. S. Moonjec, 
issued on November 21, we find the condition of mothers in 
general during the famine: 

“I got tlie sliock of my life when I saw mere skeletons 
covered simply with skins ; some gasping for their last breath 
in my presence ; mothers hugging their dying and dead children 
unable, having no strength, to weep or cry ; some practically 
in delirium, precedent to death a few minutes or a few hours 
after, crying for a morsel of rice. Some have no clolhe.s except 
what was supplied by the various relief conimittccs.” 

It is difficult for the ordinary people to realise the 
implications of such great physical and mental distress on 
the mothers and the effects they are bound to produce on 
the general well-being of the society. 

Where is the child, the corner stone of the social 
structure, to-day? He has been the first victim of the 
famine, as he always is and “famine of all the .scourges is 
cruellest to children” rightly says Dr. Ammcndc.’ For the 
8 to 10 thousand orphans that arc in the custody ol the 
Government of Bengal, more than a million of them must 
have died without care, without food, without shelter and 
without drugs. 

They have been the most helpless victims in this grim 
ttagedy because of tlieir ignorance. They cannot guess why 
the stream of nectar that has been flowing from the peren- 
nial source gradually dries up and fails to satisfy his modest 
needs with pangs of hunger increasing in him. He wonders 
why the mother that caressed him only a short while before, 
pressed him closer to her with feeble hands, protected him 
from the inclement surroundings, fails to do so now. He 
has slept jttst a while foigetting all the troubles and the 


* Dr. Edward Ajpuieade— ffMman Lije in Ru$si4, p. 63, 
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mother’s iiauds, so lar us lie could remember, travelled slowly 
with the tendermost touch over his body. He wonders why 
the same mother does not respond to his thousand and one 
caresses, to his weak and whispering calls and entreties 
applied to bring her to senses. He lies in bewilderment 
why she has Iclt him snec/ing and coughing, purging and 
vomiting, on the street pavements, without £ood and shelter 
and none to look after him. He loses consciousness even 
without the knotvlcdge that the growing slupour would 
give him respite for ever from hunger, from shiver brought 
about by the July and August rains, and cold and cramps 
of September and October nights. 

Whal would be the condition of the babies de.scribed 
by Mrs. Vijayluxrai Pandit in a ‘communication’ to 
Members of the Standing Committee of All-India Women’s 
Conference at Nainital on October 28. 

It tuns thus: 

“Haggard half-naked women worn out for lack oC food 
carrying rickety babies with dried up limbs and old wiinkled 
faces ; hinall children with bloated bullie.s and ribs standing out 
taunt against their lean thin legs which can hardly support ‘ 
tlieir weights” 

were seen at the relief centres of Bengal. Mhst of these 
died much to the relief of the sufferers themselves and 
also to those who were placed in charge of them. 

This is the problem with which the society is faced for 
depletion of the two most important units. They are dead, 
but the problem of the living is more acute. Wrote the 
Statesman on August 13, 1943: 

“Food may keep alive. But a little food from time to time 
will not preserve family life, on which social health rests. Food 
kitchens alone however have little power to keep families and 
homes ^together. Where are the parents of the children to bo 
seen sleeping in doorways and behind bafSe walls in Calcutta, 
children of 6, 7 and 8? Can we believe that' their parents will 
fnd them again and take Uieni back to where they come from ? 
There is a further great evil, about which men have spoken 
cautiously in public. Many young people, homeless and friend- 
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less, liave disai)i)carecl, piobably sucked or diagged into the vice 
of a large city. How in their misery can they resist lliose who 
would profit by tliem. Wliat lefuge and lesource have they? 
Number of them will never see their village again, and those 
who do will probably not be useful and welcome members of it , 
iniseiy and the town w'ill have robbed even the best of them of 
their village ways and made them aliens and oiitca.sts.” 

In a caste-ridden Hindu society the problem is greater 
than anywhere else. The orthodox and the conservative 
parr o£ it will not receive those rvell who arc orphans o£ 
chance and cannot say much about their birth and social 
position. It would be a tragedy o£ the first magnitude ii 
they arc not allowed to grow normally like others having 
home and parents and relatives to look alter them. What 
ivould be the future society if all women who have by 
force of circumstances had to take to a life, which the society 
has learnt to treat with shame and suspicion? Their 
number is legion ; they are evcryivhcre; you cannot ignore 
them. Given the chance and a better treatment, they in 
the fulness of time, may help in the rebuilding of the 
society faster than one can imagine. 

(What is the effect of tliis famine on the fathers, the 
brothers and other grown up members of the society? 
Millions have died; there arc millions who have .survived 
and are unfit for hard work during the rest of dieir lives. 
They form the backbone not only of the social structure, but 
round them hovers the economic life of the village. The 
fisherman, the weaver, the potter, brazier, smith, carpenter 
— in fact the whole artizan class — ^have been incapacitated 
to do their bit by death or disease. If famine has crippled 
the social life of the people, with them has gone the 
economic life into shreds and tatters. 

Famine has brought pestilence in its wake in the 
shape of malaria, cholera, dysentery, gmall-pox and a host 
Of other evils. These are more welcome as they bring 
speedy relief from the torments of a protracted starvation, 
'^ole families have been wiped out and as a result the 
wholq village society is at the threshold of extermination* 
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The peril is imminenL and ihc sfjcieiy is on its uial. Ihilcss 
the State extends the hands of assistance and alliriiKc, it 
nould be quite impossible to rebuild it within a reas(jtiablc 
span of time. 

The famine incidents having then rcpeicussions on 
society arc a legion and only a small portion oL them ha\e 
been reported in the newspapers. Everyman in his own 
village surroundings remembers with grief and sorrow 
the occurrenre of a number of cases that have hit the, society 
very hard and deep. A few of them has been mentioned 
here for the help of the iuture histotian who will, away 
Irom the present shackles of laws and ordinances, be able 
to write more Irecly and paint the picture in its true 
colours. 

In August lejjorts of sale of children in the Laminc 
and flood stricken areas of Burdtran and Nadia became 
known to the public. At Khulna, a woman sold her 
daughter for Rs. 15 only on October 20, 1913. The lather 
of the girl had left the family in quest ol food and never 
returned. A girl of only three mouths tvas offered lor sale 
for Rs. 5 at Burdwan at the end of October, but was pre- 
vented from being sold by local people. On November 15, 
1943, reports of destitute mothers selling their children or 
abandoning them on the road side, husbands deserting 
their wives were received from Dacca. Rev. Mother 
Superior Aimee and Sister Dolores of the St, Francis 
Xavier’s Convent of Dacca reported on the same date that 
many destitute mothers had come to their Convent and 
oftered their babies for sale at a price ol Rs. 4 or Rs. 5. 
One such mother had confe^d to her that within a few 
days after their refusal to buy her baby she had been able 
to sell her elsewhere. Apart from this, many a morning 
they l)ad found babies abandoned before the very gate of 
their Convent. 

The report further says that; 

"One night at about to when she along with two other 
Bisters were returning to the Convent after the day’.s relief 
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work tliroiiRh Islampur, a gentleman accosted them and asked 
i£ they would care to see a pitiable siglit close at hand. On 
their agreeingj the gentleman escorted them through lane,s and 
by-lanes to an abandoned stable on the river side. There to 
their utter horror, they found about 20 babies laid in rows on 
the dark and unclean floor of the stable. Some of the babies 
were crying in agony for food, some gasping for breath and 
the rest in a state of utter exhaustion and stupour. On enquiry 
they learnt that the mothers of the babies, no longer able to 
carry them on their arms in their trek through the city in 
search of food, had left their dear httlc ones behind hoping to 
^return after the day’s wanderings to their babies with food for 
them. Very often, how'over, tlieir hopes turn into despair. It 
was ten o’clock then and no body could say how many of them 
retunied with food and how many of the babies expired mean- 
while . — {Utndusllian Standard Staff Reporter). 

In normal time.s .such cases would be unthinkable but 
the following are some typical instances that occurred 
almost everywhere, during the concluding months of 1913. 

The United Press reported from Tamluk, on Sep- 
tember 4, 1943, an incident of a rather unusual nainrc: 

“Piqued at being scolded by Sheikh Teinij, her husband, 
Banu Bibi, a woman of village Chalc Sijbedya in Sutahala P. S. 
struck the former with a Tangi and caused his instantaneous 
death. It is reported both TemiJ and Banu Bibi had been 
starving for some days and on the 20lh August they began to 
quarrel, when Teniij severely scolded his wife whereupon the 
latter grew furious and gave him a deadly blow.” 

Tlie report further says that “she is reported to have 
confessed her guilt”. The society and the state must brand 
the act with the appellation of ‘guilt’, ‘crime’ and to the 
religiously minded it would be known as ‘sin’, but would 
they like to take into account the circumstances and the 
provocation that led her to act in this fashion? 

The Amrita Bazar Patrika published on September 30, 
1943, a report from its Malda correspondent dated Sep- 
tember 26, frdm whom we know that: 

“One Bhogurdi Mandal of Laharptlr, p. S. Nawabgunj, 
Malda, was charged under Sec. 30 a T.P.C. for murderhi^ Ws 
only «on Mozaffar, aged ahouf tlifee years on September t 6 on 
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the groxuid of liis inability to feed linn and other inembeis of 
the laiinly who, it ih reiiortcd, had no food foi 3 01 4 days, 
^lie accused uas tiled by the Distiict and Setisions Judge, 
Alalda, and was loiiud guilty bw the iurois He was sentenced 
to transiiortatioii fm life but having legard to the tiagic circum- 
stances of the case the Judge recommended to the Goveinnicnt 
to exercise their tnerogative of mercy.” 

A report from Adaradiglii (Bogra) published in the 
Hindusthan Standard on October 19, 1943, narrated a 
woeful tale. The correspondent said that : 

“The dead body of a Muslim boj' was found floating m 
a ditch near the Adaiiidiglii lailway station. It is reported that 
the deceased along w'ith his brother was coming towards Adam- 
dighi to get "Prasad” from the local "Puia Baris.” In the 
midday the younger lirothcr, who wa,s .staggering fell dowm 
unconscious. Seeing him on the verge of death the elder 
biolhcr, to get rid of him, pushed him into the ditch and then 
hastened to the 'Pina Bari’ and partook of the ‘Prasad’.” 

Other provinces witnessed some such sights, and an 
instance from Oorakhiiui in the village Kasia is reported by 
the Uni led Ptess where the children demanded fond from 
their mother tvlio, in tnrn, asked them to go to their father. 
In a fit of angci the father killed both the son and the 
daughter with a spade. 

On October 22, a man and a woman of the fisherman 
class along with a small girl with them threw themselves 
before a running train in the eastern suburb of Dacca. 
The child had a miraculous e.scape. A case, reported by the 
Associated Press on December 16, as having taken place at 
Dacca where Ketab All, a boy of 13, struck his father fatally 
with a spade because tire latter had failed to provide him 
with food. 

Cases of fathers acting like demons were not rare 
and it tvas reported in the Hindusthan Standard on 
November 28, 19-13, that 

“at Thakurgaon, Taori Hat, P. S. Atwari, a man with 
a fetualc child requested everybody that he met to buy the 
haby. As no body agreed to his proposal, the inan threw the 
baby into tlic well and fled away,” 

11 
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A similar incident was reported in December from 
Urayahat, Dinajpiir, trhere a father failing to find a buyer 
for his child, threw it into a nearby well and went aw'ay. 

A news appeared in the papers on December 12. that 

“extreme nant led one Nimlal Jali of village Sailabandar, 
under P. S. Baliadangi, to sell his daughter Taktaki to a villagci 
of Pumeah District.” 

On July 13, 1943, in the Bengal Assembly, Khan 
Bahadur Abdul '^V'ahcd Khan said; 

“It is a fact that girls and uomen are taken from Bhola 
to Kalia side m Patuakhali sub-division and practically sold 
Some people have been compelled under the circumstances to 
divorce their wives for being unable to maintain them ” 

These are no doubt mere symptoms of a grave disorder 
but the cases whete young girls are involved arc mote 
injurioxts to the society and should be handled with greater 
caution and sympathy. At Netrokona, in Myraensingh, says 
a United Press message of November 1, rumour of a mal- 
IDractice of regularly selling destitute girls aged betxveen S 
and 12 in the local prostitutes’ quarters was current for some 
time when all the local parties combined together under the 
leadership of the Secretary of the Netrokona Relief Com- 
mittee and at the instance of the Sub-Divisional Officer 
rescued a dozen girls from the clutches of the prostitutes. 
This happened on the 28th night when it became known 
that these unfortunate girls were being sold at the rate oi 
As. 10 to Re. 1-8 each. The Provincial Secretary, Mahila 
Atma Raksha Sanaity, Calcutta, in a statement to the press 
on December 22 says ‘‘that trafficking in minor girls who 
are brought for sale by boat — among other places — ^to 
Chaildpur from various parts of East Bengal has increased’’ 
and that "txvo such boat loads of human cargo have quite 
recently been sold at Chandpur, but the third one was 
intercepted and handed over to the proper authorities.” 

A noble example indeed to be emulated by all who 
have love and respect for the moiherj sister, wile and 
daughter in sociefyl 
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The staLcnieut further says that cases ol adult women 
taking to a life of ill-fame for the sake of a meal arc “most 
noticeable in the eastern zone — Noakhali, Chittagong, 
Comilla, etc." 

In the early part of July, 1943, reports from Sylhcl 
were received in Calcutta of all classes oi people shifting 
from certain parts of north-east Bengal to Sylhet due to 
bombing by the enemy in those areas. Amongst other 
evils attendant to such mass scale exodus under unforeseen 
circumstances tvas the news of adult women being forced to 
submit to the lust ol miscreants. Reports of such cases from 
other parts of Bengal were not rare. The plight of 
destitute women is much worse than the man, said 
Mrs. Vijayluxmi Pandit in a statement to the Press on 
October 26. She added, 

“Cases have been brought to my knowledge of tliese poor 
creatures being raped at night while lying on the roads. There 
also appear to be certain people at work who attempt to decoy 
woincii who arc destitute and without protection.” 

Instances of such cases were rampant everywhere and 
alter many months of useless wailing and considerable 
vascillation the Government of Bengal, on Januaiy 10, 
1944, expressed 

“their grave concern at reports received from various 
source,? that young destitute women were being collected by 
certain persons in various parts of the province with facile pro- 
mises and were then being sent to different places for the pur- 
poses of prostitution.” 

At a representative meeting of the Calcuua women on 
January 13, 1944, it was stated that there was 

“mass prostitution among village ■women, who on occasions 
fomed as much as half of the total population, wdio have been 
left destitute as a result of famine.” 

Report on the suiycy of destituted in and around 
Calcutta by the Department of Anthropology of the Calcutta 
University issued on September 27, 1943, will be of in- 
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estimable \aluc to all -who want to study the eHects oL 
famine ou society. According to the report: 

“Husbands have driven auay wi\es and uivcs have 
descrtecl ailiun husbands , childien have forsaken aged and dis- 
abled pareuts and jjarents have also left home in despair , 
brothels have turned deaf eais to the entreaties of liungiy 
sisters and widoued sisteis, inaintained for ycais together bv 
their brothers, have departed at the tune of direct need.” 

Anolhci report appearing in the HinduitJian Siandard 
on December 12, stated that 

“in one centre, regarding 1,000 out of 1,400 women, the 
husbands liad left llieni liehiud in .searcli of food and had not 
returned. No body knew how many of these men had died. 
One poor woman was crying saying that her husband bad 
threatened to sell her milc.ss she would sell her little son So 
.she had left her son to a woman who would use him only as 
liei begging instrument.” 

Such cases arc the inescapable aftermath of a famine 
and the greater is the volume and intensity the vaster and 
deeper arc its eflects on the socict>. Nobody knows how long 
it will take the society to repair such grave injuries inflicted 
on its body by the famine in all its phases. Shocks like 
these retard the progress of civilisation by centuries causing 
enormous drain on the slender resources of rural economy. 
They thiow the normal going of life out of gear and the stop- 
gap arrangement tliat are resorted to are never suflicient to 
meet the exigencies of the situation. If the State means to 
apply itself seriously to the problem, it has to divert its sole 
attention and a large portion of its revenue resources to the 
rehabilitation of the society or the normal progress in 
other spheres will lie held up for years. 
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Where persons die in large nnmbers. it is always 
diHicult to aiTange for (heir proper disposal according to 
the religious rites of the respective communities to r\hkh 
they belonged when alive. A very considerable part ol the 
dead lie strewn unattended at all places. Some ai'c thiorvn 
into the rivers and si reams, or taken to the outskirts ol the 
village and left there to rot and decay in the natural course 
or to be devoured by vultures, dogs, jackals and other 
animals. It is not a rare sight rvhen these animals arc lound 
to be busy with the corpses even at })lace& where people 
abound. The animals arc not scared away from tireir act 
simply because in such a case the dead will be lying (here 
for an indciiuitc peri<xl for want of men to remove them 
elsewhere. 

The ca.se with (he dying is more pathetic. Victims of 
circumstances, they arc too weak, through starvation and 
con.sequcnt weakness, to move from place to place. They 
lie helplessly in (he hope that somebody may come to their 
aid and make the approaching death a little more peaceful 
where intense pain and utter despair prevail. Not unofteu 
their conditions tempt the rapacious animals to fall upon 
their preys before life is extinct or even 'when they arc in 
full possession of the senses. There may be some cases 
where the feeble voice of the dying might have attracted 
(he notice of a passerby and the man has been saved 
from further attacks of the animal. There is not a single 
report tvherc the victim has survived such attacks. 

Numerous reports from all the districts of the province 
appe^ed in the daily netvspapers and it can be .said without 
any fear of contradiction that only a small portion of them 
came to the notice ^ of the public and reported to ’the 
newspaper reporters or correspondents. The eases where 
dtjad bodies, whether in the once congested quarters of the 
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villages or toiviis, or places far away from human habitation, 
have been devoured by animals must be legion and if ever 
a true record of such cases is prepared it tvould, by its sheer 
number and the touching circumstances under which they 
occurred, will stagger humanity. 

The United Press in a message on August 21, 1913, 
stated that 

“lately in a fight between a hungry boy and a hungry dog for 
a portion of rejected cooked rice at Patrasayer, Bishnupur, the 
boy, son of Narain Bouri, has been severely bitten by the dog." 

His condition was reported to be precarious and no 
history will record the death of hundreds and thousands of 
children like the boy of Narain Bowri bitten to death by 
dogs attd jackals all over Bengal during this lime. 

A fragment of the hundreds of cases of dying men 
being attacked by dogs and jackals were reported in the 
papers and a fetv among these would go to show the extent 
of- the misery of helpless people too weak from starvation 
to defend themselves against such attacks. 

On September 10, 1943, the Associated Press reported 
from Brahraanbaria of a case where a man tvas found lying 
prostrate and motionless on the roadside at Mogra Bazar. 
At midnight, a jackal fell upon him and was biting his 
feet when his groans attracted the notice of a passerby. 
The man svas saved from further attacks of the jackal for 
the time being but ultimately succumbed to the injuries. 

A correspondent of the Amrita Bazar Patrika -wrote 
from Chandpur on September 27, (published on October 5) 
that: 

“A respectable gentleman of village Boalia, mtbin Chand- 
pur Municipality, reports that a starving destitute Hiudu male, 
aged nearly 50 , almost dying, -n-as dragged by a iackal yester- 
day, while he was still alive and lying on the-village road.” 

The Associated Press further reported from Dacca on 
October 1, that the 

“unclaimed dead body of a Hindu boy of about 12 years 
partly devoured by jackals and vultures was found yesterday 
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iiiorniug lying in front of the Government Gram Shop near 
Chashara Police Outpost at Narayanganj. It is suspected that 
the boy uas molested by jackals and vultures (?) in the 
pteceding night when he uas in a precarious condition owing 
to starvation.” 

Mrs. Rajiiii Nehru, Secretary, All-India Wonien’.s 
Conference, in a statement to the Press on October 18, 1943, 
said that; 

‘‘It was not an uncommon .sight at Contai to see dogs and 
vultures waiting beside dying cliildrcn for their share of human 
flesh." 

It can be well surmised that all ol these animals did 
not wait for the last breath to escape from the dying man in 
a competition to start the work before others. 

The Associated Press i.s.sucd the following news on 
October 25, about an incident in the Barodi Union in the 
Narayanganj Sub-division of Dacca: 

"Recently a famished fisherman, who was reduced to Ijonu 
and .skin, came from the interior and took gniel in the free 
kitchen of the Union. He lay down nearby. In the morning 
the people were shocked to see that a portion of his body had 
been devoured by jackals. His lije was not still extinct. It is 
believed that when the jackals attacked him at night he was 
to weak to resist or to cry for help. The man died shortly 
after” ; 

certainly much to the relief of not only himself but all 
who had to witness such a sight. 

The United Press message dated October 31, from 
G-osainxhat (Faridpur) gave a pathetic story of a living man 
being devoured by dogs and jackals. The message slated 
that there had been three other cases of a like nature. 

From Munshiganj the United Press reported on 
Noveinber 2, that "a dying man was seen in front of the 
local Muktear's library being devoured by jackals and dogs. 
The man died shortly afterwards”. 

The same news agency narrated an incident from 
Tamluk happening on November 3, which had its replica 
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in hundreds of other places during this period. The report 
said: 

"At Debipore, a small village in 'i'ainluk Sub-division 
ivlicre an old man while passing by the side of a ‘khal’ stinnbled 
down and three hungry jackals pounced upon him and severely 
mauled him. Some passersby .scared away the jackals and saved 
him, but he is lying in a precarious condition.” 

In this case the ‘jackals' could not be 'huiigiy’ as there 
tvere any number ot dead bodies lying here and there to 
feed upon in Tamluk at the time. It is their nature to 
‘pounce upon’ the prey if it is too tveak to resist. Another 
lactor is true. The man who had not the strength to 
carry his own tveight on his legs could not survive the attack 
of jackals from all sides. It was too immaterial to record 
his death. 

"In Ffkdalia, a suburb of vSerajgunj Municipality, on 
Wednesday inoniiiig (November lo) a dead body of a young 
villager was found devoured by the jackals. He was a starving 
destitute and sonietinie back he had sold his all and lived in an 
open verandah and it is apprehended that jackals fell upon him 
and began to cat him up even when life was still lingering” 
in his mortal frame. 

Sister Dolores of the St. Francis Xavier’s Convent 
engaged in relief work in Dacca, stated to a newspaper staff 
reporter of Calcutta on November 15, 1943, that 

"some days ago they found a woman groaning by the road- 
side and on approaching she discovered lo her astonishment 
that she had lost both of her eyes. There were two gaping 
W’Dunds in her two eye-sockets, which W'ere full of maggots, 
8he was too weak to offer any raslstance.” 

The report goes that it was with great difficulty that 
Sister Delores could procure a seat for her in a hospital. 
There were thousands on the streets and roadsides whose 
wounds and sores were ivorse than those of the woman 
mentioned above. She was lucky enough (if luck it was) to 
attract the attention of a kind-hearted lady engaged in relief 
work and through her she not only got a seat in a hospital 
but publicity in the press as well. Her case is a glaring 
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condemnation of (he system oC Governmetil under which 
she was living and also an eloquent commentary on the 
existing lorm of civili7ation that is heading towards its 
luin. 

Another American lady, engaged in reJiel work at Dacca 
described a still more horrible sight. She sviincssed, on her 
way From Hasanabad to Dacca, about (he middle oi 
Novemljcr 

"that a helpless and exhan.sted Rrown-up child A\as beinti 
altaoked by doRs and jackals on the bank of a water way.” 

I 

A.S it tvas the child could Jiot be saved. 

Dogs and jackals, vultures and ciows, maggots and 
worms, — in Jact all the tvell-known “nature’s scavengers", 
must have been good Friends to the hapless Bengali tvho had 
outlived the famine. But lor tltcse creatures the skies oL 
Bengal must have been a stinking pit dealing death to the 
living. The countryside would still hate presented the 
sight ol a veritable hell if all the corpses unal tended by the 
livitig were lying to rot in the sun. 

The city of Calcutta was not spared the sight of the 
corpse of a boy, partly devoured by clogs, lying on the 
pavements of tlie Cornwallis Street in September. It Ls one 
of the arterial roads of the second city of the Empire, and 
the area in which this woclul sight tvas to be seen is one 
of the busiest and most congested quarters of the city. Tltis 
single instance serves tvell to accentuate tvhat was happening 
in other parts of the city, not to mention of the far-snvay 
villages in the interior. Those were real galadays for the 
lesser carnivores tvho tvere daily holding very jolly feasts 
indeed. 

On August 26, Mr. S. K. Das, President, Midnaporc 
Flood and Cyclone Relief Committee, stared dial at Contai 
"many villagers are dying In the streets. Those who die 
during the night are being eaten away by dogs and jackals”. 

A correspondent writes to the 'Statesman on September 
13 (published on the 16th idem)t 

"A letter received from the Rangpur district tells of 

12 
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hundreds dying and the body of a giil of 17 under a tree, 
dead of starvation, being devoured by vultures.” 

On September 17, 1943, the Associated Piess reported 
from Madaripur that “a destitute child was recently 
devoured by jackals in the Municipal market compound”. 
Mr. Narendra Nath Das said on September 17, 1943, in the 
Bengal Legislative Assembly that “about ten days ago a 
dead body tvas eaten by a dog a few yards atvay Irom the 
Collectorate in the town of Barisal itself”. The Uyiiled 
Press message from Munshiganj dated September 2.6, stated 
that "the dead body of a male destitute was found on the 
23rd morning near the compound of the Haraganga College. 
The body was partly devoured by some animal". 

Writing from Burdwan on September 26, 1943, the 
Associated Press representative stated: 

"Dead bodies are ffeyueully noticed lying by the side of 
road.s in the town. l'lii.s morning near the TeiiUiltola Ba/ar 
the dead body of a child, in a slate of decomposition was found 
eaten by street dogs." {Amiita Bazar Palnka, Oct. 3). 

The Nilphamari correspondent of the Hindiislhan 
Standard, reported (published on October 19) that, 

"Dead bodies lying in streets of towns and villages arc no 
rare scenes. Even three days ago a deadbody, half-poition of 
which was eaten up by dogs and jackals, was found in a 
.street of the town.” 

The correspondent of a Calcutta newspaper at Madari- 
pur stated on October 21, 1943: 

"That on the night of the isth instant two sons of Loke- 
path Sil died of starvation. The one died tvithin 15 minutes of 
the other and both were hnrnt on the same pyre.” 

It goes on 

“^n the morning of the isth instant the dead body of a 
destitute, half portion ot which -was devoured by jackals, was 
found by the side of the street near the local Dak Bunglow 
and sweeper^ threw the body into the river Arialkhan.” 

>A correspondent of the Hindusthan Standard reported 
op October 22 j from Dacca that in the morping the dead 
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body of a child was found to be carried by a dog in his 
mouth. The legs up to the waist had teen devoured by 
dogs and jackals during the previous night. It is surmised 
that the child was left on the wayside by the mother due to 
want of food and was killed by the jackals. 

A United Press message from Tangail on October 24, 
1943, stated that a peasant of village Rasulpur after going 
without food for more than three days with the entire family 
sold some corrugated sheets covering his hut and came to 
buy bajra from the Government controlled shop at Tangail. 
Due to heavy rush at the shop he could not make his 
purchase. On his way back he died on the road. The 
next morning his relatives discovered the dead body partly 
devoured by jackals and vultures. 

A United Press correspondent tvriling from Munshi- 
ganj, publiMied on October 24. 1943, stated that 

"One dead body was found dratjged by a jackal from the 
verandah of the local Civil Court towaids the iieare.sl khal.’’ 

Relating her experience gathered during a tour of the 
Midnaporc district to the Associated Press on October 26, 
1943, Mis. Vijayaluxmi Pandit said: 

“I saw three dead bodies and five skeletons between 
Khai'agpur and Contai. One body had already been attacked 
and the contents of the stomach removed — a dog finishing the 
vi'ork begun by the vultures.” 

The United Press message of October 29, fioni Burdwan 
stated: 

"On Wednesday, the 37th morning, the dead body of a 
famished man was found almost eaten up by vultures and lying 
by the side of Banisagar tank in this town.” 

One good fortune befell this 'famished man’ because the 
report says that "the body tvas removed by the police to the 
burning ghat", 

A newspaper correspondent writing from Masagtam, 
Burdwan, on October 28, reported that a woman, while 
wandering in quest of food near the 'Bele’ cremation 
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gi’ound, in the outskirt of the \illage, fell down out of shcci 
exhaustion The next morning her bod) was found while 
it was being devoured by iarkals and vultures. \ part of 
her arm was tarried b) dogs to a nearby house. 

On October 28, at Alipur Duar, a dead body was eaten 
up by the jackals in the heart of the town itself. This was 
published on November 2 On the s,ime date, a woman, 
partlv devoured by jackals, tvas found lying at jhalapara 
Baitar, Sarishabari, Mvmcnsing. 

At Muktagacha, Mymensingh, a dead body tvas found 
on the side of the District Board road. Part of the dead 
body tvas devout cd Ity wild animals, stated a United Prea 
message on November .S. 

On November 10, 19^13, the head and part of the bod) 
of a destitute was found near the Munshiganj Post Office, 
reported the AMotiaied Pi ess. Another dead body, part of 
Tvliicli had been eaten iiji by dogs and jackals, was dis- 
covered near the Kali Temple, disclosed the same news 
agency. 

From Chaitdpur was received a news in Calcutta, on 
Nos ember 10, that “almost all dead bodies were thrown 
into the ‘khal’ and paddy fields to be devoured up by dogs, 
jackals and vultures, as there was no man available to bury 
or burn those corpses” 

'I’he exijerience of the Aractican lady mentioned pre- 
\iously as repotted in the Hindn^than Standard of Calcutta 
Is that, 

"Towatcls the end of October while she nas going lo 
Hasnabad from Dacca, a distance of 25 miles, by boat, she 
counted .six bodies floating down the river by the day time. 
She also found a number of bodies by the side of the svaterways 
being devoured by jackals and vultures.” 

Stated the Untied Pras on November 4, 1943:^ 

"On Monday (1-11-43) when the Civil Court, re-opened 
after the vacation, the dead body of a girl of about eleven tvas 
found at the foot of the local Ctimtnal Court and the S. D, O’s 
Office. The girl, it is believed, died of starvation the previous 
niglit. The dead body rewaiued there tmdisitosed of the whole 
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(la>' and night and the next iiiorning it was found that dogs 
and vultures were feeding upon the cc)in)be . . This is the 
third case like this near the Bar Association verandah. i\Ianj’ 
other instances of dead bodies being eaten by dogs, jackals and 
\niltures, ])artiarlarly near the Police Station, in fi'ont of the 
Po.st Office and in o])en .streets of the town are reported ” 

A correspondent from Narayanganj sent the lollowijig 
new's item on December 8: 

"that many dead liodies have been devoured by dogs, 
jackahs and vultures. For want of men to burn and bury dead 
bodies many lie abovrt the streets for fovir or five da vs.” 

On December 10, 19-13. in a .slatemeni lo the Press, 
Mrs. Kalyani Bhadarharja said that, 

"in Alidnapore dead bodies could be seen floating in the 
canal as preys to dogs and vultiire.s. Within a quarter of a mile 
from Tamluk town, we found the dead body of a woman 
without any sign of disintegration, being devoured by a strong 
and stout dog.” 

No wonder that dog.s and their kin became strong and 
stout, feeding on human flesh in abundance. Such instances 
can he multiplied to fill up a big A'olunu* but that will be 
merely telling a hundred-time.s-tolcl-tale or speaking to them 
who had seen such sights on their daily round not one, not 
two, but too many to count or recount. 

Cases of suicide by hanging, poisoning, throwing oneself 
before a running train or into the water were matters of 
daily occurrence. People wanted to be relieved of their 
sufferings by death in any form and reports were not rare 
ivhen people refused insufiicieni nourishment to avoid the 
prolonged miseries of death from starvation. 

Scenes like these tvcrc occurring in places far away 
from, the scat of the Government of India. In their hard- 
worked hours the "Calcutta Street Scenes”, tvhich first 
appeared on August 22, (a Sunday to boot when high-placed 
officials •were to attend to social duties) in the Statesman, 
gave only a mild shock. It -was not said that the said 
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newspaper had iuanufac(ured those scenes in its ‘studio’ at 
tlie Chowringhec Square, but the officials reacted to it to a 
different manner. The annoyed Home Secretary to the 
Government of India, Mr. Conran Smitli, said in the 
Council of State on August 31, 1943, that: 

“I may say, that the Government of India view with mis- 
givings the tendency in some quarters to ovct-diainafise the 
situation, possibly with the best of intentions, and they have 
no hesitation in ^condemning the tendency in other quarters to 
exploit the situation tor purely political or sectional ends.” 
(Italics mine) 

It should be remembered that street scenes that would 
not outrage the feelings, but only create sympathy in the 
human heart, were being reproduced in the papers. Events 
that had been termed “dire scenes of horror” by Sir John 
Shore (subsequently Lord Tcignmouth) were taking place 
here, there and et'erywherc. 

Sir Jagadish Prasad, an ex-Member of the Viceroy’s 
Executive Council, to whom Bengal owes a deep debt of 
gratitude for taking personal interest in the matter and 
^isiting rural areas inspite of great jiersonal discomfort, 
issued the following statement on September 10, to the 
Calcutta press; 

"I would very respectfully suggest to high placed officials 
in Delhi, who deprecated the over-dramatization of the 
sufferings of the people of, Bengal to pay a visit to that ino- 
vinee. They will then cease to talk platitudes in tones of 
detachment. The evidence of their eyes will soon convince 
them that Bengal is faced with one of the worst famines in 
living memory.” 

Subsequent events during October, November and 
December 1943, made it abundantly clear that there had 
not only been no over-dramatization but that, in the words 
of Pandit H. N. K-unzru, in the Council of State on 
November 18; 

f 

"If th^ truth had been told earlier, the situation would not 
hav? deteriorated to the extent it did. Whoever had controlled 
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the news about Bengal, had done a very serious injustice to 
that Province . . . 

All reports go to show that the description ol Sir John 
Shore of the scenes of iamine of 1770 reproduced below, 
now pales into insignificance in comparison with the 
miseries that took place in Bengal after she had enjoyed 
two hundred years of peaceful reign under the British Raj: 

“Still fresh in memory’s eye the scene T view, 

The shirvellcd limbs, sunk eyes, the lifeless hue ; 

Still hear the mother’s shrieks and infant’s moans. 

Cries of despair and agonising groans. 

In wild confusion dead and dying lie : 

Hark to the jackal’s yell and vulture’s cry. 

The dog’s fell howl, as midst the glare of day 
They riot unmole.sled on their prey ! 

Dire scenes of horror, tvhich no pen can trace. 

Nor rolling years from memory’s page efface.’’ 



THE CATACLYSM 


There is a certain part of the population ol Bengal, not 
to speak ol that of the whole ot India, u^hicli goes without 
lootl intermittently throughout the whole ycai ; to them a 
lull meal is a luxury. So c^cn in noiinal times cases ol 
deatli irom staivation are by no means mficqucut. But 
these deaths are not letordcd as caused by starxation, but 
arc attributed to various causes such as malaria, rcspiratoiy 
diseases, bowel rompluints, and to that very vague but veiy 
significant official jargon of ‘“other causes”. Tlie ycai 1943 
saw only a ‘‘pronounced expression” of the scarcity that has 
become a permanent feature oJ the existing slate ol aflaiis 
in India. 

With the war the miseries ol the people increased a 
thousandfold and in gradually mounting nuinbci'* ihcv 
began to go without loocl. The pull on the couiilry's 
limited slock oC lood began to be severe and more severe ap 
the war progressed. 

In normal times a large number ol people commit 
suicide every year to avoid the pangs of hunger. Some 
parents, out of sheer despair, put an end to their lives, to 
avoid the distressing thought and sight ol starving children 
and other dependants dying helplessly before their eyes. 
The unforuinafc children are left to their fate, and unless 
chance favours them they fall victims of starvation. Suicide 
cases are reported in the olBcial registers as such, btu die 
real causes for such violent acts on one’s own life are never 
mentioned anywhere. ' In 1943, as a matter of course, suicide 
cases increased in a large number and Mr. Syed Badrudduja 
stated before the members of the Bengal Legislative 
Assembly on March 10, that. 

"From my own constituency at Kurshidabad, in Jalanai 
P.S.i in Sadar Sub-diviaian, I received a report only a few da.vrs 
ago that a man goaded on to uncontrollable desparation, coin- 
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mittucl suicide by hauginti himself ou the tree. ... I have 
had reports from other souices also that some people had taken 
poison and comniiUed suicide.” 

It is needless to say that reports of suicide, were 
leccivcd from almost every village in Bengal. It went on 
unabated, for food was becoming ijicicasingly scarce in 
larger areas. Starvation death swelled the total mortality 
figures during this time. Mr. Badrudduja, in the same 
speech stated above, said, 

“For days together wo have had reports from various 
quarters in the mofussil areas that people are dying of starva- 
tion ” 

The .speech refers to deaths from starvation in a period 
before March 1943, when Mr. A. K. Fazlul Huq was the 
Premier. It is not known what he did, except writing 
strong' notes to the Governor (or checking the rising tide 
of famine. It would have been consistent with the position 
he had adopted regarding interference by the Governor 
in the day to day administration of the Province to have 
resigned and thus precipitate a constitutional crisis. It was 
extremely unfortunate tliat he and his other colleagues 
clung to office till they were literally driven out. 

In April 1943, reports were published in the news- 
papers of Calcutta of a man dying for taking grass as a 
‘substitute food’. The streets of Calcutta and of the 
mufassil towns began to be orowded by ‘wanderers’ in quest 
of food. On June 15, 1943, about 600 people flocked at 
Jalpaiguri from diflerent parts of Murshidabad and the 
neighbouring districts. Burfwan Municipal Death Register 
recorded 40 deaths from starvation in June, and 78 in July. 
These figures did not include dead bodies buried in the 
town area. 

The Bhola sub-division in Barigal from the first up 
to the last month of 1943 suffered a tremendous ordeal. 
On July 14, it was reported “that hundreds eff hungry 
people had been flooding the town". The District 
Magistrate, on, receipt of information hastened to the place 

13 
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on the 14Lh and “bejoip lin oety ryes lh)cc unfmlit)inle\ 
breathed Iheir last’" Said Khan Bahadui Abdui Wahcd 
Khan on July 13, 1913, in fhe Bengal Lcgislatne Assembly. 

. I have tomccl m Bliola and Sadai Noilli and. had 
lehable leporls o£ actual death fiom staivation . . It is 
a fact that m one place people took meat of dead cows only 
to save then lives ” 

From now on the newspapers began publishing statistics 
oC death in vaiious districts ol Bengal and it is impossible to 
mention all o£ them here. Some oL these deserve notice 
only to prove that scarcity was widespread troin June 1913, 
or even earlier, and people were dying in Luge uumbcis. 
The United Piess reported ll? deaths liom staitatioii in 
two hospitals at Chaiidput between July 25 and Septembei 9. 
According to the Asioctaied Piai, Myniensing ictoided 
60 deaths between June 21 and nnd-Septcmbci. A 
correspondent o£ the Hindusthan Standard thus icjioited: 
“About 500 people died of staivation in the stieets 
o£ Contai during July, August and Septembei and their 
bodies buried.” This was published on October 5, 
1943. Betiveen July and November 20, “about 2,000 men, 
woinen and children in Satkhira died ol starvation, mal- 
nutrition, cholera and malaria” accoidiiig to the Associated 
Press. In August, Burdwan recorded 97 deaths from 
starvation in the Municipal Death Register, excluding dead 
bodies disposed of elsewhere According to the United 
Press, “133 persons died on the streets of Narainganj duting 
August and during the fortnight ending September 14, four 
to five persons, on an average, died daily on the streets". 
At Faridpui, 34 persons died in August. There were many 
other reports of a similar nature and it is useless to 
enumerate all el them. From September onwards the dance 
of death was visible everywhere in Bengal. Cholera and 
other att^dant diseases of famine joined hands and enjoyed 
a merry game till they slackened their grip for want of 
victims 
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While die country was passing through acute distress 
loi want ol' food, no preparation was made to cope with its 
inevitable afteiniath. It was a known fact that pestilence 
Tvould be coming and the Government ought to have been 
in readiness foi such a contingency. The question oL 
Major-Genl. R. Strachey, the President o£ the Famine 
Commission oi 1878-79 to Sir Richard Temple, the then 
Governor of Bombay, is relevant on this point 

Q. 183 : — ^Do you think it possible in a serious famine to 
pi event mortality? 

A. ; — ^As legarcls mortality from hungei or starvation, — 
certainly, Ye.s As regards mortality fiom the 
disease which sometimes, but not always, accom- 
pany lamine, such as small pox, cholera, dysentery, 
fever, — certainly, Not. 

Even in Octobci 1943, there was no question ol 
ascertaining the number ol deaths that were taking place in 
the diflerent districts and it was stated by Mr. L. Amery, 
the Secretary o£ State lor India, on October 14, 1943, in the 
House of Commons, 

"that he undeistood that the death rate in Bengal was 
estimated at about 1,000 a weelc, including Calcutta, but it 
might be higher." 

This w'as an underestimate on the face of it and evoked 
a sharp retort from the Statesman on October 16, 1943. 
The comment was: 

* "The Secretary of State for India seems to be a strangely 
misinformed man. Unless the cables are unfair to him, he 
told Parliament on Thursday that he understood that the 
weekly death-roll fpresumably from starvation) in Bengal 
including Calcutta was about 1 , 000 , but that it "might be 
higher.” All the publicly available data indicate that it is 
very inuch higher ; and his great office ought to afford him 
ample means for discovery. The continuous appearance of 
effort on the part of persons somewhere within Lidia’s Govern- 
mental machine, perhaps out here, perhaps in Whitehall, to 
play down, suppress, distort, or muffle the truth about Bengal 
is dragging the fair name of the British Raj needlessly low. 
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It contrasts most lemarkably with the attitude taken during 
the famines near the end of the last century. Then, in the 
heyday of British imperial responsibility, though modern faci- 
lities for organization were lacking, no effort was spared to 
probe and proclaim the truth about any maladministration, so 
that it might be promptly dealt with and the blot on the 
honour of the Indian Empire removed.” 

Pandit H. N. Kunzru, who had made an extensive tour 
of the most affected parts of the Province to see things for 
himself giving- his estimate of deaths in Bengal at a Press 
Conference on November 1, 1943, at New Delhi, said that 

“one or two officials he met agreed that one death per 
week per village was a fair estimate. That meant that even 
if half the total number of villages in the province were free 
from starvation deaths, at least 50,000 sucli deaths were taking 
place over the whole province.” 

Again on November 13, speaking at Allahabad belore 
the Progressive Club of the Allahabad University, Pandiiji 
said that 

“he felt that 1,000 people in every sub-division were 
affected and on a couseivalive estimate 50,000 persons were 
dying every week.” 

He asked the members to keep in mind that Bengal had 
90,000 villages. 

On November 21, Panditji revised his estimate and 
said at New Delhi that “the statistics and information 
supplied to Mr. Amery were incorrect” and he estimated 
the death rate at a lakh per week. 

How much misinformed Mr. Amery was will be evident 
from his remarks on the prevalence of cholera in Bengal in 
October. Replying to a question in the Commons on 
October 21, Mr. Amery said that there had been reports of 
cholera in various parts of India but he had hitherto had 
no indication of any widespread outbreak or of any special 
difficulty experienced by the Provincial Governments con- 
cerned. Ip reply to another question he said that 'thete 
was no shortage of medical supplies and no widespread 
outbreak of disease’. 
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It is not possible to collect all the reports of death from 
cholera and other diseases that appeared in the newspapeis 
during this period. A few of these stray notes collected 
from the several issues of newspapers in September, i.e., 
long before the date when Mr. Amery made his statement, 
will show the hollowness of his remarks. 

A con'espondent from Dinajpur wiote in the second 
week of September : 

“Five persons died on the Qtth. Many destitutes are found 
lying almost dead on the roadside. Cholera is also taking its 
toll. The authorities of the Sadar Hospital had to refuse 
admission to several cases attacked with cholera. Several 
people of this town have also died of cholera which is raging 
in some quarters of the town.” 

On September 14, a Dacca report -says: 

"Toll of cholera in the city is increasing. Deaths regis- 
tered in the Municipality due to “other causes” totalled 115 
in the week.” 

A report from Bankura on the conditions in the 
middle of September in the district ran thus: 

“Reports are daily reaching Bankura that cholera, malaria, 
fever, dysentery and similar other maladies, which are direct 
effects of continued starvation and consumption of uneatable 
things by the stai'ving people have broken out in epidemic 
form. Reports of hundred such deaths have been received.” 
(Published on October i, 1943). 

A Member of the Bengal I,egislative Council from 
Chittagong said on October 9, that “deaths from malaria, 
cholera and other diseases totalled 500 to 650 per month. 
A Naogaon correspondent reported (published on October 9) 
that “in the month of September 1,000 died of cholera in 
the sub-division, Jiaganj (Murshidabad), Satkhira (Khulna), 
Bogra -and almost every other district reported deaths from 
cholera in September and in the first week of Octeober. It is 
needless to give further details of such deaths for the simple 
season that all that has been stated will be sufficient to 
prove that Mr. Amery was completely wrong in saying in 
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the tliiid week of October that thcic tvas no widespread 
oiatbrcak of cholera anywhere. Cholcia devasiatcd the 
districts throughout October and Novembci and Mr. Aniery 
admitted on. December 2 . (with regret of course) that 

“a serious outbreak of cholera in Bengal has followed 
upon the famine. During October tlcallis in the Province from 
this disease averaged 5,349 per week. In the fust week of 
November they were 4,464.” 

On December 16 , 1943 , Mr. Amcry again said in the 
Commons that 

"the total deaths from cholera in the whole of Bengal 
Presidency between June 27 and November 30 was 77,038.” 

Again a gross underestimate. 

Malaria raged furiously all over the province. Dysenteiy, 
dropsy, small-pox, etc., took their toll in hundreds of 
thousands. These are ‘famine-deaths’ for all practical 
jjurposcs and the remarks of tire Famine Commissioners, 
1867 , on this point will be interesting: 

"IKo think it quite impossible to disli'n£:nish between the 
mortality dhectly caused by staivation and that due to disease. 
Not only do our remarks regarding the want of statistics apply 
to this subject also, but in tiufh want and disease lun so much 
into one another that no statistics and no observations would 
suffice to draw an accurate line. The death of emaciated and 
exhausted front cold, exposure and bowel diseases, either 
before receiving, or upon receiving food (the last is a very 
common form,), may in fact be considered the direct result of 
starvation. The principal diseases of a destructive character, 
in respect of which it is often impossible to say whether it has 
been caused by want is cholera. We believe we are correct 
in saying that, even where there is no epidemic cholera very 
generally spread, it has constantly happened that the famine- 
strickott have been carried off by that disease, or by something 
presenting similar appearance. The truth we lake to be simply 
this, that the ordinary outbursts of cholera were aggravated 
and extended by want and bad food. The first effect of the 
scarcity. Universally was to drive the people to subsist on 
unusual and unwholesome food, jungle roots, and such like, 
cfiid we find cholera constantly accompanied want."'' (Italics 
mine). 
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Evcu if it was admitted that deaths honi choleia aloac, 
upto November 30, wcic 77,938, on Januaiy 20, 1911, 
Mr, Amcry said in the Commons that 

“there are still no leliable fiRUies but the Goveiniiicut of 
India on the basis of the piesent infoiraatiou considci that the 
abnormal morlahly due to famine and to disease in the last 
five months have not exceeded one miUton.” 

It was expected that as it has very often been the ease 
with him, Mr. Amciy tvould revise his statements on ‘lurthei 
information’, and that a genuine eflotr would be made to 
ascertain, as far as possible, the actual number of deaths 
Irom staivalion and the attendant diseases. The people 
tvere disillusioned when it was discovered that the Bengal 
Govermnenl was busy improving upon the last statement 
of Mr. Amcry and staled in the Bengal Council, through 
their Ministet lor Public Health, that 

“on the basis of fi.Qfnrc!i so far received it was accepted 
that the total excess in the number of deaths duiing 1943 over 
the average of noimal vear.s would be between 6 and 7 lakhs 
These fifttues included deaths from all causes, cholera, malaria, 
, small-pox as well as .shew starvation.” 

The Government further said on February 26, 1944, 
that they were not in a position to give the number of deaths 
that hacl occurred irom starvation” because *‘the chowkidan 
are the peihons who report deaths and it is not at all safe 
to give them the authority to find out the real cause of 
deaths’. The 'start ation cases’ are entered in a column 
under “Deaths from Other Causes” in the death register 
kept by the chowkidar. 

On March 11, 1944, a Press Nole^ .stated that the 
excess number in 1943 over the average of the total number 
of deaths in other years was 6,88,846, and this figure, 
Mr. Amery said on March 23, 1944, in the Commons, 

“roughly represents the number of deaths due to starvation, 
malnutrition impairing resitance to disease as w'ell as abnormal 

' “The total inoitalily rate of the Province in I&43 from all causes 
shows an increase of 58 per cent Over the average of last 5 years The 
aveiage number of deaths per year is 11,84,803 and in 1843 'the aclilal 
number amomited to 18,73,749, the excess over the average being 
6,88,846. 
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epidemic disoabcs not a&hociatcd with inaliiutiitiou. It is an 
approximate measure of the great economic disaster which 
afflicted Bengal last year.” 

And he ‘was glad’, as all must be, that “very much 
larger figures quoted in some quarters have turned out to 
be erroneous”. 

The dramatic effect produced by the Bengal Govern- 
ment and the Secretary of State tor India was marred to a 
certain extent when in reply to a question of Sir Frederick 
James, in the Central Assembly on March 14, 1941, the 
Secretary for Education, Health and Lands said that “the 
machinery for the collection ol these statistics were exactly 
the same in 1943 as in the previous years”. 

The chowkidar is then the primary source from whom 
emanates the vital statistics of the Indian Empire. Who is 
a chowkidar and what are his functions? I'he Chowkidar 
is a paid ‘officer’ of the Government drawing a salary of 
Rs. G to Rs. 7 per month. The payment of this ‘magnificent' 
sum is always irregular and, due to chronic emptiness of the 
local coffers, it is almost universally in arrears. He is a 
night-watchman of the village (including watch over ‘dagis’ 
or habitual offenders, or other suspects), bearer or chaprasi 
in the ofBce, courier boy of official correspondence and 
domestic servant of the President and of the distinguished 
members of the local bodies. He has to satisfy the ‘Daroga 
Saheb’ or the 'Jamadar Saheb’ of the police outpost by 
carrying out their departmental and extra-departmental 
behests including marketing and the lending of cattle. He 
is to guard the railway track (and in this act he sometimes 
falls victim to the attack of wild animals) for the safe travel 
of very high officials and to look after the comforts of the 
'Sahebs’ from the Sadar when they are pleased to pay official 
visits in the locality and put up in the dak bungalow. He 
is to prevent boundary disputes and watch safe harvesting 

‘‘Deaths from cholera aumbered 2,14,175 or 1,60,909 above the 
average. Deaths from malaria uumhered 6,74,330 or 2,85,792 above the 
average. Deaths from amall-pos numbered 22,OOS or 14,075 above the 
average,” 
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“They lie, in . bewilderment, why the , mother has left Ih.em sneezing and,- 
coughin,^. purging and vb:rtlting ; i . . i" - P, 77. 

' ; , ■ , . ■' , . , - tCourtesy The' Htndastlwn StandardJ 
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of Cl ops, gi\e pciicclul possession lo one siiccesstul in 
litigation and help the process server, an officer o£ “the 
judicial service, in the identification of persons and premises 
for the services of summons. He has, from time to time, 
(o report himself at a distance of several miles to the Sadar 
lor his ‘blue-black’ kits and to appear in District Courts as 
matci’ial witness of the Crown. Such a haid-woiked man 
is the supplier, or more properly, the compiler of all official 
statistics relating to acreage and yield of all principal crops, 
livestock, cart.s and vehicles, sugar-cane ci ushers, ploughs 
and tractors, date and jialm trees for the assessment of total 
production of ‘gur’ in the land. He is the “Government 
Reporter” of hnarkcl prices of commodities’. He is in 
charge of the hhlh and death registers of the countryside. 
In variety of duties ivhich he has to perform, in the motley 
combination of masters which he has to please and in the 
gravity of responsibility which he ha.s to shoulder, he can 
claim equality with the occupant of the White House or 
tlie Chief of the India Office. To keep away the cares and 
anxieties with which he is always beset, in most cases, these 
poor men find solace and comfort in some strong narcotics 
or exhilarating drinks. His lot is worse than that of a 
teacher for whom wc feel so much. 

Such is the man tvho has supplied the ‘vital statistics’ 
of the famine. He must have been perplexed by inflation, 
want of food and other necessaries of life, disease and cares 
and anxieties that prevailed in the land. In most cases 
they were dead and possibly they could not in anticipation 
enter this important fact in the register of which he was 
in charge. Perhaps he was ill and still he is so ; or he was 
taken away Irom his station in search of food or for shifting 
his family from place to place. He might have gone else- 
where. to attend on or to perform the last rites of 'sick 
destitute’ relatives. 

The Associated Press reported from Dacca on Decern-' 
ber 10, 1943: 

“Six Muslim families consisting of 4 to ro meinher^ each 

U 
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intluding Ihc Juinily oj a village tlioivkikat , have been uiiliiely 
out.” 

In such circumstances il is not possible ioi the 
chowkidar to keep his records posted with all lacts 

In normal times he cannot discharge his duties laith- 
tully for various other reasons. The following tables will 
tell their own tale. It will be found that vital statistics 
differ from actual facts by 50 per cent or more when there 
is nothing extraordinary to interfere with correct recording 
of births and deaths. 

In 1511 Bengal, including Bihar and Oiissa and ex- 
cluding the Eastern Bengal and the States, had a population 
ol 52,468,818. Due to readjustment of boundary consequent 
on the introduction of Reforms the population decreased 
considerably and stood at 45,329,217 in 1912. In the census 
ol 1921 it was found that the population had increased to 
46,522,293, i c , an addition ol 1,193,016 poisons dining a 
peiicxl of nine years, from 1912 to 1920. But horn a study 
of the biith and death register it is discovered that the 
'normal increase’ was 394,983 and the presence ol 799,00.3 
persons in Bengal at the end of 1920 could not be accounted 
for. 

Table showing Biiths and Deaths fiom jqiz to xgzo and the 
balance oj each yeai, Incsease ( + ) oi Deciease (-). 


Year 

. Biith 

Death 

Increase (•+*) 
or 

igii 

1,600,335 

1 , 349,779 

Decrease (— ) 

+ 350,556 

1913 

1 , 559,931 

1,331,868 

+ 198,053 

1914 .. 

1,535,381 

1,431,389 

4 - 103,993 

1915 .. 

1,441,638 

1,488,569 

-46,939 

1916 

1.445,593 

1,341,621 

+ 304, 57 r 

1917 

1,637,873 

1,187,509 

14-440,364 

191S 

1,489,13s 

1,737.331 

- 338,196 

1919 

1,345,393 

1,641,111 

-395,719 

rgao 

1,359,913 

1,481,613 

-’131,699 


+ t,i97jS36 

-1803,553 


‘Natural iucrea^ie’ 4-394,983 
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The hgurcs prove ihat 67% per cent oi: the increase 
in population tvas not recorded in the ofticial registers. 

It may be contended on behalf of the Government that 
the ‘error’ or discrepancy mentioned above is not a regular 
feature but was a mere accident. It is, therelore, the 
statistics for the next ten years have been given below to 
show the exact position regarding the vital statistics of 
Bengal (excluding States and the Chittagong Hill Tracts) 
as kept by the ‘rhowkidars’ : 


Table showing Biiths and Deaths jiom ig2r to igso and the 
balance oj each year, hictease ( + ) or Dcciease 


Year 

Birth 

Death 

Increase ( 4 -) 
or 

1931 

I, 301, OCX 

1,403,030 

Decrease (-) 

- 703,039 

1932 

X, 375, 614 

1,173,346 

1+103,368 

1933 

1,393.411 

1,185,791 

1+307,620 

1934 

X, 370,114 

1 , 303,344 
t, 158 , 473 

+ 166,870 

1935 •• 

1.377.097 

1+ 318,634 

1936 

1,376,380 

1,151,197 

1,189,370 

+ 135,183 

1927 

X, 386,863 

+ 97,493 

1938 

i, 37 S, 68 o 

1,189,015 

,+ 186,665 

1929 

1, 367,378 

1,094,363 

+ 367,015 

1930 .. 

1.373,831 

7,044,356 

.+ 193,575 



'Natttrol increase’ 

+ 7,565,4x3 
— 103,029 

+ 1,463.384 


The table ot statistics given above show an increa.se of 
1,463,384 persons. But the census of 1981 disclosed that 
the population had actually increased to 49,901,080 from 
46,522.293 in 1921, i.e., an addition of 3,378,787. It means 
that 56% of the total persons living in Bengal in 1931 came 
to the world unnoticed and was successful in evading an 
entry in the^ birth register of the village chowkidar. It is 
ridiculous to come to any finite decision on data obtained 
from this source. 

The acute conditions that prevailed in 1943 prevented 
the recording of deaths and of births due to the several 
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handicaps placed by circumstances around the activities ot 
the choevkidar. There were other reasons Jor which it was 
not at all possible for him to find out deadbodies strewn 
everywhere. The weak, the emaciated and the dying could 
not hnd out the chowkidar and reciuest him to enter their 
names in the death register. Nor did the relatives, who 
under the law are responsible for the registration of births 
and deaths in the family had tlie opportunity, strength or 
inclination to perform their duties to avoid the operation 
ol the law. Cases, an iiifimtesimal number of which have 
been enumerated in the chapter, "Dite Scenes of Honoi" 
could not be recorded for obvious reasons. 

Then there were cases whole corpses were lying here 
and there uncared for and unattended because there were 
no men to carry them either to the burning ghats or to the 
burial ground. It is not at all possible to record cases of 
death when even the eye of a casual visitor from the foreign 
lands could not escape noticing a number of dead bodies 
lying on the roadside. On October 20, 1943, Senator Ralph 
A. Brewster, 

“one of the globe-troltina tienators, described the Itcngal 
famine as ieirible and said that the fieiiatorial CoinnuUi'e laiv 
dead people lying aiound the sheets, and womev and ri,tlJicn 
in the Iasi stages of stanaiion/’ (Italics mine). 

Is it possible for a chowkidar to record such 
deaths faithfully? 

As early as September 1 1, the District Relief Committee, 
Noakhali, appealed to the public through the Associated 
Press for help and expressed the condition of the people 
and the problem of dispo.sal of the dead in the following 
terms: 

“There ie scarcely any medical aid worth the name.* Men, 
women and children are dying: daily in great numbers, some on 
roads and at other public places. Disposal of the dead bodies 
has become a problem with the living, $omotimes dead bodies 
are thrown into the river instead of being piopetly bitiied or 
cretmted.” 
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An Aisociated Press message Irom ATadaripur reported 
on September 17, that 

“cremation oi Hindit dead bodies has become (luite a 
problem for want of fuel. Dead bodies of destilule persons aie 
ojten thiowii into the tivei or buitcd.” 

A report from Maiiikganj dated the 2nd September, 
1943, (published on the 6th) ran as follows: 

“More than a dozen deaths have taken place in the town 
itself from the effect of starvation. Cases of death of famished 
people are being daily reported from the interior. Dead bodies 
are occasionally seen floaiing in the livei.” 

The United Press reported on September 16, 1943, 
from Munishiganj that “as no wood fuel is available, the 
dead bodies cannot be cremated and are thrown into the 
water”. Mr. Sudhir Ghosh of the Fy lends' Ambulance Unit 
tvrotc on September 17, 1942, from Contai (published in 
the Statesman on the 20th): 

“During the last fortnight there has not been a mornin.g 
on which I have not seen, as I went out of the town on my 
jobs, dead bodies by the roadside. A fight betwen vultures 

and dogs is nol a rare sigh! Disposal of dead bodies 

has become a problem. In the villages the affairs are worse ; 
people are dyiitg in large numbers of malaria and starvation. 
There aie not enough able-bodied men to burn the dead, which 
often aie just pushed into the nearest canal. If yon go down the 
canal from Contai to Panipia, you will feel sick ; for the bloated 
dead bodies you will see will be numerous." 

On October 25. 1943, Mrs. Vijayluxmi Pandit related 
her experience of a tour of the famine-affected areas of 
Midnaporc to the Calcutta newspapers. She said: 

“In some instances such cases (cholera cases) are removed 
to the cremation ground before life is extinct and are simply 
thrown into the river or canal as soon as they are dead,” 

“In several places bodies had been thrown into a wayside 
pool and the slendi of decomposing flesh was foitl.*^* 

A correspondent from Contai sent the following report 
to the Press on November 7, (published on the 10th): 

"In the villages of Unions Nos. 3, 4 and 6 in the Contai 
sub-division about spo people, it is learnt, died of starvation. 
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Almosl all Ihc dead bodies were Ihiown into the ‘khaV and 
paddy fields, to be devowed by dogs, jackals and vultuies, as 
Ihoie ■wa's no man available to bmy oi bum those coipses." 

On December 8 , 1943, the Associated Ptess reported 
Irom Jessore: 

“During the four weeks beginning with 24th October and 
ending with 20 November, there were 1,496 attacks and 1,074 
deaths from cholera. Many dead bodies have been devoured 
by dogs, jackals, and vultures. For want of men to burn or 
bury dead bodie-s, many lie about the street for four or five 
days.” 

When and the manner in which they are disposed o£ 
no body knows. 

A few of the hundreds and thousands of cases of dead 
bodies being devoured by dogs, jackals and vultures or 
thrown into the rivers and ‘khals’ and paddy fields or given 
mass burial or wholesale cremation have been enumerated ; 
and the majority must have escaped public notice. The 
author has personal knowledge of at least four cases of 
which no notice was taken in the olRcial register. 

Mr. Amery expressed great satisfaction that ‘very 
much larger figures (than what he had given) and quoted 
in some quarters had turned out to be erroneous’. The 
‘larger figures' referred to by Mr. Amery were accepted by 
the people who had seen things for themselves and by those 
who had experience of the ordeal through great personal 
.sufferings. Pandit Hriday Nath Kunzru has had first hand 
knowledge of the real picture of the interior villages and 
his observation on March 18, 1944, in the Council of State 
wa.s ‘that the deaths due to all causes amounted to about 
* two millions’. It may even be an underestimate. Wrote 
the Special Correspondent of the Times of India on 
November 16, 1943h 

“One class of labourer, the Namasudras, alone numbers 
3 , 000,000 in Bengal, and it is not impossible that a third of 
these have died.” 


^Qnoted in Why THfj Starvation? by M, R. Masani, p, 2. 
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Then there is the report o£ the Anthropology Depart- 
ment ol the Calcritta University published in the press on 
February 21, 1941, which placed the total deaths at about 
three and hall millions. The report” says: 

. The statistics tor eight districts have been tabu- 
dated. They cover 8i6 family units with a total membership 
of 3,88 o. The total deaths in these groups during June-Julj', 
T943 to Noveuiber-Decembcr, r943, has been 386 or 10 per cent 
(i.e., 100 per thousand) in six months. ... A.s the death 
rate for Bengal does not exceed 30 per thousand per annum in 
normal years, z.e., 15 per thousaird for six months, the excess 
mortality (100 — 15) or S5 per thousand, i.e., eight and half per 
cent, has to he ascribed to famine and the pestilence that 
followed in its w'ake. As some of the areas in North Bengal 
were much less affected thau Western or Central Bengal or the 
deficit areas of liastcrn Bengal, some reduction has to be made 
to estimate the total mortality figures for Bengal. It will pro- 
Ijably be an underestimate of the famine to say that two-thirds 
of the total poi)ulatioii were afleclort more or less by it. On 
this basis the piobablc total numbet of deaths above the normal 
come to v'cll ovcj ihu’c and half millions. The estimate is 
subjoct to probable error inherent in all sample .suiweys.” 

The report certainly admits ot improvement, but it is 
no doubt much better than the gues.s work indulged in by 
tlie Government. It is not unlikely that die number of 
deaths in the report may disclose a higher figure if a faithful 
survey is made without any further delay. 

There is the evidence of respectable correspondents of 
responsible newspapers and also reports of dependable news 
agencies such as the United Press and the Associated Press 
and all of them go to show that the mortality was extremely 
high and the distress of the people boundless. 

We have the testimony of impartial observers like 
Pandit Kunzru, Mrs. Pandit, Sir Jagadish Prasad and a host 
of other gentlemen who narrated their experience regarding 
the magnitude of the suffering of the people. Nawabzada 
Liaquat Ali Khan, Hony. Secretary, All-India Muslim 


*See Appendlix. 
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League and Nawab Md. Ismad Khan, Cliaitinaii, All-India 
Muslim League Deicnee Conmiittee, alter a tour ol rmal 
Bengal issued a statement to the Press on October 30, 1913, 
in the course of which they said: 

“In this statement wo do not pioposo to Rive a detailed 
account of all that we have seen or depict the Riuesoiiie jiicture 
of misciy that stalks the land which has left an indelible iiiaik 
on onr nicinory. It is siilTicicnt to say that the distress is real, 
widespread and calamitious.’’ 

Relerring to the figures given in the Ptess from lime 
to time ol the number of destitutes they said: 

“The fisures £ah far short of the tiwml’ieis actwahy wfteeted 
by this catastrophe. These figures do not take into account 
the lower middle classc.s, who have sold away all that they 
possessed mclnchiiR their land and houses to feed themselves 
and their families from black market and wlio.su self-respect 
prevents them ftom making a public exhibition of tlieir 
destitution.” 

Speaking of the actual percentage alloctcd by the 
catastrophe they remarked: 

“It is of course veiy difficult to give the exact percentage 
of the papulation that is suffering from hardship, hunger and 
starvation, but we surmise, from what we have seen, that at 
least 20 pel cent oj the population is living under most pitiable 
conditions.’^ 

Communications Irom the correspondents to the Press 
from all parts ol Bengal were corroborative of the statement 
of the public men that appeared in the newspapers. From 
Bhola (Barisal), a correspondent wrote on December 11, 
1943, Uiat there had been no less than 40,000 deaths owing 
to malaria, dysentery and starvation. In Chittagong town 
3,000 died in the last five five months (from December 22) 
out of a total of 30,000. ‘‘Out of 21 lakhs, two to two and 
a half lakhs have already died and about two lakhs more are 
almost on the verge of death in the Noakhali district” 
reported a correspondent on December 21, 1943, In 
Nilphamari (Rungpur) and Kandi (Murshidabad) the 
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imiubci of ]>coj>l(‘ K'poiU'fl lo h,nt‘ died c\uod 'iO.OOO iti 
eatli sub-divisiou ii)5 to the thud week, ol Dctemliei’. lit 
the F.uidpm' disirin, 5,4(1,971 people weie aheclcd by 
inaLiiia duiing liie five months preceding Dccembci 2S, out 
ot which 30,057 died. An unotncial esliinatc placed die 
numbei ol dcadis iu Muiishiganj (Dacca) at over 60,000 
from staivalion and allied causes up to Decembci 23, 1943. 
From each distiict poured loilh news of such disquietitig 
character of mass death and destitution The number of 
people at leediug centics exceeded 2,233,000 lor each day 
according to the New Delhi message ol Novcmbei 13, 1943, 
Grain was distributed lo 200,000 pei.sons and 50,000 mote 
peojjle ‘were given cash doles legulatly on the family basis’. 
How many times inoie weie prevented by sell-i’cspecl, in- 
capacity and disease Iroui appealing foi public help or 
coming to the teliel centres due (o distance are not known. 
It M'ill not be far wrong lo say that not even 10 per cent of 
the total populuiion csotped from one m more effects of 
the famine. Said Major-Gcnl. D. Stuart iu a broadoist on 
December 1. 1943: 

“The icjioits you lijive seen m the newspapers of the 
numbers requiring medical treatment and clothing, are not 
exaggeiated. In the first place malnutrition coupled with the 
advent of the cold weathei and shortage of personal clothing 
and blankets, has made a large percentage of the poorer people 
easy victims to malaria, cholera and pneumonia, which are 
rampant throughout a large number of civil districts.” 

It is hardly possible to ascertain the number of deaths 
due to want of medicine, clothing, shelter, that is every- 
thing that can save people rendered weak and emaciated 
iiom continued starvation. 

Said Sir Battle Frerc, Governor of Bombay (1862-67): 

“Men are deatli-stiicken by famine long before they die. 
The effects of iusufiieieiit food long continued may shorten 
life after a pei-iod of .some years, or it may be of some months 
or days. But invariably there is a point which is often reached 
long before death actually ensues, when not even the tendesrest 
care and most scientific nursing can restore a suBBcienpy of 

u 
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vital eneigy to enable the snfferct to legaiii even appaient 
temporary health and btrengtii. Add to this that the conse- 
quences of famine in death fevers and epidemics of various 
kinds are apt to be quite as fatal as the effects of the famine 
Itself.”" 


ihe Impencfing Bengal Famine by Sir Bartle Frete (1874), 
quoted in The Famine of ITTBoy Mr. Hetjiendta Praead Ghose, pp, 1—3. 
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Calcutta, 'the Second City ot the Empire’, the ‘City of 
Palaces’, has a large population of ‘paupers’ who house 
themselves on the pavements, make it filthy and insanitary, 
earn their livelihood by begging or pilfering, scatter disease, 
and die in the streets. This population is a problem with 
the municipal corporation. A big and wealthy city like 
Calcutta willy-nilly supplies them with stistcnancc and also 
oilers them ccitain latitude in carrying on their profe-ssion 
without much let or hindrance. It is their home and they 
would not leave it; or il they ever do so during their stay, it 
would be through the benefits ol ‘ticketlcss travel’, They 
would then entry a little cash for ihcir dependants living 
mostly outside the province, or enromage and induce the 
do-nothings ol their fold to come down to the city and gel 
initiated into the unde, This is a permanent feature of tltc 
city. Furthci, whenever there is scarcity in any place 
within a radius oi 50 ot (iO miles of Calcutta — the residents 
of those places tvend their way to the town in the hope of 
tiding over the difficulty and going back when conditions 
in their tillage homes would permit. This enchanting 
dame, the city of Calcutta, attracts these vagrants by her 
reputation of wealth and munificence, shelters them in the 
parks and neats ihem in the hospitals as much as possible. 

In 1943, the situation was much worse than what it had 
usually been on previous occasions and people, especially 
from the villages to the south of the city, began to gather 
into the town from the early part of May. They found a 
ready refuge in the streets. Others came to buy rice at 
‘controlled rates’. They too had nowhere lo lay their heads 
and regdily took refuge on the pavements. Their numbers 
began to swell like the flood waters of July till it seemed 
that the stream of these hapless visitors would never cease. 
They were a legion in the fiist week of July. “A morsel of 
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rice, mothci, only a handful,” was the wailing Uiai rent the 
sky of Calculla eighteen hours out ol the tweniylotir and 
indescribable scenes of misery and destitution were in 
evidence everywhere. 'Near the dustbins tvotild be seen the 
awful sight of hundreds ol hungry people making riot 
amongst themselves just to pick up a lew particles ol 
refuse and putrid foodstuff’. Living skeletons of starving 
humanity listlessly mosed about in the streets, lanes and 
by-lanes; some lay motionless out of sheer exhaustion, and 
some were icy cold at the touch of the wand of Death. 

These people had once their homes. They had left 
the villages impelled by hunger and entered the death trap 
of Calcutta. “They fled from Iheu villages lo escaj7e Ike 
famine, but fell victims to it in the lown.“ By July the 
situation had become desperate in Calcutta: the few tree 
kitchens started by ‘the munificent and kind-hearted 
public’ were trying to meet the situation with immeasurably 
low stock; and the fact of this supply of ‘gruel’ from free 
kitchens being ‘noised about’, it attracted people in larger 
numbers from far-ott villages and the destitute ‘wanderers’ 
tlironged the city pavements in hundreds and thousands. 

Sick starving people began to die and remain in the 
streets in such numbers and for so many days on end that it 
was not possible to overlook the situation with equanimity 
any longer. On July 22, 1943, the Statesman wrote: 

“Derelict people now-a-days are dying in the streets. What 
proportion of these consists of ordinarily diseased beggars, and 
what of half-starved waifs immigrants into the city owing to 
rural food shortage, comparatively prosperous citizens have no 
means of gauging. Not all the corpses are speedily removed.” 

People had been dying in the streets of Calcutta long 
before thife note appeared in the newspaper. Their number 
swelled and due to the increasingly larger number of deaths 
day by day, the disposal of the dead bodies entailed 
coti|iidefahle delay. As a .result of this. 
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“airanRcinenls have been made,” by the Commissioner ol 
Police, “to enlist a coipse lemoval slafl with a closed van lot 
lemovmg dead bodies ofl Ihc sliecls of Caicntla to the moignes 
with the mmiuiuin of delay,” 

staled a Pi ess Note on August 3. In the meantime the 
‘Bengal Vagrancy Ordinance’ lor the removal o£ ‘vagrants’ 
Irom the streets was brought into force on July 31, 1943 
On August 16, a plan for the admission ol destitutes lying 
on the streets in a state ol collapse into improvised hospitals 
was announced. 

Figures for August 16 and 17, legarclmg the number ol 
persons removed to hospitals, deaths amongst these, and 
dead bodies temovocl Irom the streets by the Police Corpse- 
Disposal Squad and by the two non-ollicial otganisalions, 
vi/!,, the Hindu Satkar Samity and the Anjnman Miilidul 
Islam, were published on August 18, i9-l.‘l. The following 
table will thiow .some light on the real condition ol Calcutta 
Irom clay to day. It will be found that on September 
no less than 325 cases tveic admitted into the hospitals; 
101 persons died in the hospitals on October 25, ancl on a 
single day, i.e., on October 27, 170 dead bodies were 
disposed ol by the non-official leliel organisations. [Table, 
pp. 11 9-20. J 

There are some facts regarding the death of destitutes 
in Calcutta which deserve special mention. The Govern- 
ment was in utter confusion as to the use of the 
nomenclature of the cause of deatli and classification of the 
dead according to the causes. After a period of twentyfour 
days, i.e., from August 16 to September 8, of the publication 
of figures relating to famine and famine deaths, the 
Go\crnment ol Bengal discovered that "death in the 
majority of cases was due to chronic ailments and diseases 
which had been neglected in the past" and stopped 
supplying figures to the newspapers on September 9, 1943. 
Due to the pres.sure of public opinion, the Government had 
to yield and figures began to reappear from September 11. 
Jn this connection the Government coined a word of great 



tl8 


FAMINES TN BEnGAE 


significance, viz., ‘sick destitutes’. It meant, in other words, 
that death was due to starvation and nothing else, and from 
this day onward the number of deaths as given out by the 
Government represented deaths from hunger and absence 
of every kind of food and nutrition till death ensued.^ 

On December 16, 1943, Mr. Amcry informed the 
members of the House of Commons that, 

"The 6gures for Calcutta for the period August to December 
II, 1943, were ; admission to hospitals of starving person.s 
16,385, deaths 6,136. In addition, during the period August to 
Deccniber it, the number of bodies disposed of by police or 
non-official relief organisations in Calcutta was Q,3i6, but this 
total may include some deaths not due to slaivation." 


' On the topic of cliscontiimmif pulilicalion of statistics legarding 
deaths, tlie Stahsmam wrote editormily 011 vSepteniber 14, 1943, under 
the heading, "Lessons in Seciecy" t 

"During llie concluding two days of lost week, ... we were unable 
to publish our usual figures showing the number of people nearly 
moribund from .starvation admitted to Calcutta hospitals. According to 
information supplied to us eaily on Sunday, the inability was to con- 
tinue. Tlie Bengal Government, we were told, was "considering" 
whether to issue a report weekly about _ stotvation cases ; “no special 
advantage” wos seen in permitting daily release Of statistics; and 
(though the Central Government’s own order is the cause of newspapeis’ 
smaller size) we w’ere cooly informed that the Press ought to find the 
saving of space consequent upon Governmental suppression of daily 
ilatislics “welcome”. 

Later in the same day this policy was reversed. Statistics, it appears, 
are now to he regularly issued as before. The first set, relating to last 
Saturday, was published in our editions of September 13/14. We warmly 
welcome this intelligent decision. It is, noteworthy however that they 
were not quite the same sort of statistics. The grim word starvation 
disappeared from the text, remaining only in our own headings ; instead, 
sufferers admitted to hoTOilals were dubbed "sick destitutes”, and a 
laboured appendix contended that most of the 37 deaths on Saturday 
were due to chronic ailments "neglected in the post”. This, which has 
been repeated in respect of Sunday’s deaths, is almost on a par with 
last week’s^ quaint effort by the Chief Secretary of Orissa to gloss over 
uglj realities; he is reported to have argued at a Press conference that 
"m all except a few instances deaths were attributed not to actual 
Starvatiion but to malnutrition and innbihly to obtain food of proper kind, 
resnltisg in dysentery and diarrhoea ” Siich fine Secretariat distinctions 
and essays in false optimism will not do; instead of impressing a public 
grown tire4 of sooflung Governmental assurances they merely irritate. 
Whether a diee because he has eaten nothing, m not eaten enough 
tor well, altera in, no way the hard fact of death, nor the reality of 
widespread famine.” 
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Table showing the ‘Niimba of ca^a lomovcd lo Ho!,l>ttaW, 
'Death', in flo'.pital',’ and ‘Dead bodies lemovcd fiom the 
Slicits’ fioin daj' to day /lom August t6 to 
December 31, IQ43 
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Table showing Ihc 'Kiinibtr oj eases leniovcd to llospil'ils’ , 
'Deaths in flosjulals' and ‘Dead bodies lemovid jiom the 
Sheets' Jiom day lo day Jiom Jitgosl i(> to 
Deccmbei 31, ig/ij — (Contd.) 
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(A) ’From August 18 lo November, 1943, tlie total number of admls- 
siotib in hospitals was 12,559, out of these 4,120 died and the total 
number o^ dead bodies picked up from the htroets and disposed of by 
■Relief Organisations was 6,779 

(B) Ihom August 18 to December 1, 1943, the number of admis- 
sions to hospitals totalled 15,746, out of these 5,812 died. The non- 
offlcial Relief Organisations disposed of 8,803 dead bodies picked up from 
the streets. 

(C) Dp to Dec. 22, }943, the number of total admissions in hospitals 
was 16,675; deaths amongst these were 6,399. The non-official Relief 
Organisahons disposed of 9,513 dead bodies 'I'he Calcutta Cotpwation 
dealt tvith 16,386 dead Raupers since August 1, 1943, 




Nimr ao R\i‘,i miM ” P 150 

[Loiirles^ I he Hiiidn'ithaii SfomfaHi] 



TKUK I'O I'llK I'OWN 


12L 


The leal iact was something (liireicut liom what the 
troveinment wanted the people to behevt I he hgiues 
supplied by the Coipoiation ol Caltutta Cor ‘ death fiom all 
causes” and deaths ol paupcis given sipaiately, disclosed the 
ugly fact that a laige numbci oi pci sons had been dying 
in the city lootpaths, (mostly loi want ol lood), unattended, 
tsithoui any friend oi iclafivcs and without any means toi 
the perlormance ol then last rites 

The following table will give some idea of deaths of 
‘paupeis’ m the city from August to Deceinbei, 1943: 
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S8, in 
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conference of 


Hon’bl6 Ministers of the Bengal Cabinet it was decided to 
remove the destitutes from the city ajjd on September 3, 
16 
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1943, it was announced that arrangements bad been 
compklcd to remove the first batch from the streets to theii 
homes in their respective villages oi ‘homes’ started here and 
there by the Government at places iar away horn Calcutta. 

The dead bodies in burning ghats of Calcutta were 
kept in stacks for days for want ol space for cremation. 
The scene was pathetic and the stench emanating from the 
corpses, horrible. Human bodies were unloaded from 
lorries with the utmost unconcern and even the care that 
is bestowed on logs in the process of unloading was absent. 
The condition of Calcutta and the nioflussil was depicted 
by Mr. Syed Badrudduja, the then Mayor of Calcutta, in 
his appeal for help on September 8, 1943, in the following 
language : 

"The trafiody of 1770 hcenis to bu enacted once more in 
Bengal with all its horrors. Beiig.'il has never since been faced 
with a disaster so terrible, a crisis so actile. It doopetis the 
gloom in the minds of the siuccrest well wishers of the country 
that hundreds and thousands should be dying of starvation ut 
the streets of Calcutta, as also in the rural areas of Bengal. In 
panic and despair hungry mothers from the mofussil with 
suckling babies in their bosom, fanikshed lathers with .starving 
children in their anus, have streamed into the city of Calctitta 
in search of a few morsels of foodT Men, women and childrcrt, 
struggling for their very existence have very often been found 
picking rtp refuse from the dustbins in the city, just to keep up 
their miserable life which is fast flickering out. Many a time 
man and dog have fought over the same bit of food across the 
streets. Our mothers and sisters appear today in tattered 
clothes in search of food — ^clothes hardly sufficient to cover their 
shume i , their sense and sensibility have been completely 
deadened by this unprecedented calamity, the magnitude of 
which can hardly be fathomed away from actual scenes. 3uch 
tragic scenes of human miseries lend additional pathos to the 
situation when we discover mother struggling between life and 
death, silently disappearing in the cold shade of death, leaving 
helpless stai'vihg children to present a horrible picture of gloom 
and despair. 

Par away in the distant mofussil, unfortunate children of 
the ^il arei however, silently facing dcgth raising a piteous 
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wail and lamentation that .spreads sombre gloom all round. 
What inteii'iC agonies and poignant tortures must have wrung 
the hearts of those luiserable specimens of human skeletons for 
days and weeks, before they succumb to their inevitable death. 
Their condition is so poor, so heart-rending that it has very 
rightly produced the deepest impre.ssion on the public mind far 
and wide.” 

On October 28, 1943, the Governor of Bengal pro- 
mulgated the Bengal Destitute Persons (Repatriation and 
Relief) Ordinance to deal with destitutes roaming in 
Calcutta and other urban areas In the province. The 
Ordinance empowered 

“any officer authorized by Govorninent to apprehend any per.son 
who, in the opinion of such officer, is a destitute, and detain 
him or her in a ]ilacc provided for the purpose until the person 
is repatriated.” 

The .streets of Calcutta were cleared of these ‘intruders' 
almost by force and their number according to Government 
was' 13,500 from October 30, 1913 to January 1911. Otber.s 
left the city of their own accord simply to avoid experience 
of the happy 'homes’ or centres started by the Government: 
or being arrested and ‘repatriated’ to villages situated some 
hundreds of miles away from that of their own. Gradually 
Calcutui wore a superficially calm atmosphere and the 
distressing street .scenes and sights having disappeared, the 
famine of Bengal, according to Government, Provincial, 
Indian or Home, as if by magic, vanished into thin air. 
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Since April 1943, or even hom an earlier peiiod, Bengal 
had been passing through ‘an unprecedented iamine in 
living memory'. The British Government with which lies 
the final responsibility lor the good governance ol India was 
watching the developments Irom a distance and must have 
been greatly worried over the worse turn the iamine had 
been taking Irom day to day in India. The British Parlia- 
ment, the ultimate authority on every matlei of moment 
in the British Empire, met on Septembei 23, 1943, and the 
Reuter reported that 

“The first official statement on Beiiqal’s fooil silnation siiieo 
icpoits of deaths from starvation m Calcutta have leachetl 
London, was made by Mr. L. B Amery, Secrclary of State foi 
India, in the House of Commons today, tnlcme inleiat was 
ihawn by Membeis who flocked into Lhe House to hear Oovein- 
ment’.s view and the .steps being taken to overcome Iho crisis 
A number of questions were put.” 

On October 12, 1943, the House of Commons again 
discussed the food situation in India and the Reuter 
reported that 

"Mr. Leopold Amery, Secretary of State for India, asoused 
the keenest interest in the House of Commons today when he 
made his second statement on the Bengal food crisis.” 

The Lords debated the Bengal food situation on 
October 20, 1943, and this was followed by the House of 
Commons on the 28th. The Reuter reported the next 
debate in the following terms: 

"After reading for many days past the harrowing account 
- of distress caused by the Bengal famine, Members of Parliament 
assembled today (Thursday, the 4th November, 1943) tp debate 
the situation, . . , The attendance, both on the float of the 
House and in the gcUleriss was matnly comj>osed of people wUh 
special interest in India, Mrs. Amery, ivife of the Secretary 
of Steite, was in. the Speaker’s gallery.’* 
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, The people ol Bengal fell much elated with joy 
ovei the news ol Members ol the British Parliament 
taking sometimes ‘intense’ and sometimes ‘keenest’ interest 
in India’s £ood situation, and ‘flocking into the House’ to 
hear the Government’s view on the matter and the 
measures taken by the Government to overcome the 
lamine. 

In India, it was a happy news that the “allendanccj 
both on the floor ol the house and in the galleries were 
mainly com[)Osed of fteof/le with special inieresl in India". 
The Indians had had no idea about the number ol such 
Hon’hlc Members ol the British Parliament and the august 
visitors in the galleries “taking special interest” until 
Dr. M. R, Jayakar issued the lollowing statement on 
November 10 , 1943 : 

“/ would like ihc fad lo be more widely known in India, 
foi few newsbabers have reported it, Itial at the last debate in 
the House of Commons on the Indian food question, Ihc 
atlcndanec of Members vaiicd from 35 lo 53 out of a total of 
6on and odd. 

"Mr. Chuiehill, who manages to ho present in the House 
when fate of the swallcsL count ly in Europe is conceined, could 
find no time to be piosonl or to participate in the debate which 
concerned the fate of Jour hundred millions of his fellow 
subjects. 

^'This knocks the bottom out of the old superstition that 
these 600 and odd men Could govern India fiom 7,000 miles 
away. Js it not time that this Punch and Judy show was 
ended? What Hecuba to him and he to Hecuba that he should 
weep for her?" 

After reading this statement it became absolutely clear ' 
that the sessions of Parliament over Indian food situation 
were mere farces, that the debates were hollow and that the 
whole show or toncern of the British Government for 
Indian famine a perfect camouflage or a smokescreen for 
deceiving the people of the entire civili!:cd world. 



SIDELIGHTS 


I. Ignotance or What ? 

A lack oi the sense oi responsibility in high quaiters 
pervaded the whole official machinery lot laraine reliel in 
Bengal, and this was particularly noticeable in the actions 
and utterances ol the Hon’ble Ministers ol the Bengal 
Cabinet, It is all the more regrcltable that high officials 
should try to shake oil responsibility under cover of feigned 
ignorance. The case ol Munshiganj in Dacca and the 
remarks of the Hon’ble iJie Minister for Civil Supplies, 
Mr. Suhrawardy, thereon is typical ol hundicfls of other 
cases and may be taken into consideration. 

As early as September 16, 19-13, the United Press 
reported death ol about 50 persons in the sub-division, 

On September 19, the same news agency reported: 

“In nu-al aieas the number of denths from starvation has 
increased considerably. As no wood fuel is available, the dead 
bodies cannot be cremated and are throsvii into the water.” 

According to tlie local correspondent of the Hindusihan 
Standard^ published on September 21, 1943, 

‘figures for death in rural areas would, up-to-date, exceed i,ooo’. 

On September 26, the United Press reported: 

“The dead body of a male destitute was found on the asrd 
morning near the compound of the Haraganga College. The 
body was partly devoured by some animal.” 

On September 30, tbe United Press again reported that 
there were 

“three deaths on September a6 and two more on the 37th 
morning.” 

On October 11, it was reported by a correspondent to 
the newspapers that 

“the critical rice situation at Munshiganj sub-division re- 
mains unchanged.” 
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Ou October 23 (published in the Calcutu newspapers 
on October 25) a correspondent wrote: 

“In spite ol the relief measures, the death-iatc is appalliuR 
and it is re])oited that of 7 lakhs of population in the sub- 
division the total uuniber of deaths either directly from starvation 
or from after-effects of starvation has already exceeded 5 , 000 ." 

An appeal in the form of an advertisement, by the 
Munshiganj (Dacca) Central Relief Committee, measuring 
4^x7|- inches, appeared in the Calcutta newspapers on 
October 24, with headlines in very bold types, stating: 

“The inhabitants of Munshiganj sub-division arc amongst 
the worst sufterers They arc now extremely in distiess foi 
want of food and clothing. Starvation is taking toll of men, 
women and childien by thousands. The situation is being 
aggravated very (iiiickly by the outbreak of epidemic as these 
famished people have lo.st all power of re.sistaiicc. The un- 
fortunate people have sold all their belongings, their bomustead, 
but have not been able to solve their acute distress ’’ 

This appeal was signed by the Patron, the President 
and the Secretary, respectively, of the Committee. 

The diary ol events for November 1943, collected from 
the Uniicd Prea messages published iu the press from time 
to time reads like this: 

November 1: 

t 

Cholera, malaria, dysenteiy and smallpox have broken out 
throughout the sub-division. Owing to inadequate supply of 
medicine, it is difficult to cope witli the situation. 

During the la,st four days, 2 Sth to 28 th Oct., there had been 
q cases of deaths in the town aiea alone due to starvation, 

November 4: 

There were four deaths on November 2 among the desti- 
tutes in the Munshiganj town. 

A dying man was seen in fiont of the Local Mukteais' 
Libraty being devoured by jachals and dogs. The man died 
shoilly after. 

Arrangements have been made to bury llic dead bodies, 
irrespective of gdste or creed. 

Reports from the interior rural areas , indicate thst the 
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people theie ni'e dying in laigc umiibcrs willionl any caic and 
U'calnient. 

November 13 : 

During Novonibci 8 and g there weie S doatli!>, among the 
destitutes m Miinshigani town 

In the mial areas in the sub-division it is reported that a 
large number of people arc dying daily due to continued starva- 
tion, malnutrition and malaria and the death-rate has increased 
in November. According to unofficial reports, about 15,000 
people have died in Miinshigani sub-division so far due to 
starvation and allied causes. 

On November 20 , a conespondent ol the Hindiuthan 
Standard wrote (published on November 22 ): 

“A public meeting was held at Munsliigani in the local 
Bar Library Hall on the 18th November to discuss the grave 
food situation and ontbreah of malaria and other epidemics in 
the sub-division and resolutions urging on the authorities to 
make adequate and inoiniil supply of foodstuffis at tlie con- 
tiollecl rate and for free distribution of quinine and cliolcra 
vaccine were passed 

"The sub-division o£ Munshiganj is the worst aitectod area 
in the district inhabited by nine lacs ol people the luaiority of 
whom are lancUcs.s and non-agriculturists and depend cnliiely 
on outside supply during the whole year. The allotment made 
to the sub-divi.sion is reported to be very inadequate in com- 
parison with Its dire necessity. Here from starvation and after 
effect.s of starvation and malnuliitiou about 20,000 people arc 
reported to have already died and unless prompt and adequate 
supplies are made the situation will further aggravate with a 
heavy death rate.” 

On November 23, the S.D.O. told the United Prea 

"that his estimate of starvation deaths in the sub-division so far 
would be fifteen thousand. Deaths due to starvation , malaria 
and other diseases might be ovei forty thousand , . . , . He 
further observed that the people had been so much devitalised 
that most of the cases removed to hospitals were proving fatal,” 

During a visit to the Mtmshiganj sub-division, on 
December 2, 1943, Mr. Suhrawardy, the Hon’ble the Civil 
Supplies Minister of Bengal, 

"was shocked to see the distress ol the people ot Munshigaiij 
sub-division, bdl: he legretted repoit 0} the acute oonddiion dii 
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nol teach (tovetnmeni in linn, lie did not know ihal the teal 
situation 7e>as so sciious." 

It is passing strange that the Hon’blc Minister did not 
read the newspapers for two months or more ; that there 
was no intelligence service to report the conditions ol the 
districts and sub-divisions ol the province to him ; or that 
the local officers did not, in the course of the normal dis- 
charge of their duties, send reports to the Secretariat of 
such a seiious condition of famine pievailing in the sub- 
division for months together. In any case, it proves, if it 
proves anything, that the officers in charge of the Depart- 
ment, irom top to bottom, were thoroughly incompetent 
and inefficient (ot the high posts they were occupying. 
Their conduct disclosed a callous disregard lor the lives 
and tvcll being ol the people placed in their charge. Such 
an irresponsible act was only possible under a Government 
where individual and pei.sonal liability had iiot been fixed 
upon an officer lor lailing in the discharge of the printary 
duties attached to his post, 

II. U mbashed : 

The people all over Bengal, particularly those of 
Calcutta, were being supplied with inedible rice, i.e., rice 
containing dust and stone chips, the sweepings of farmyards, 
husk, broken rice, worm-eaten particles of 'rice, etc., from 
the days (May- June) when shops or centres were opened by 
the Government of Bengal for the sale of one seer of rice to a 
limited number of persons each. This bad rice either for 
sale or for distribution was soon noticeable in every part of 
Bengal, and the people had to pay handsomely for securing 
this foodstuff in order to keep themselves alive. The whole 
Country complained against the supply of the dirt-mixed 
weak, inedible rice, but to uo effect. 

The situation reached the climax when the United 
press reported from Chandpur (published on October 27, 
1943) that 

“a kind of ‘grass seeds’ lias been supplied to the controlled 
ahohs in Chandpur town for salo to the ration card holders," 
17 
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The Stalehman wrote the Jollotving on adult e)^|itcd rice 
under caption ‘Black and White’ on November 20, 1943; 

“An element in the nee situation in Bengal has been and 
is the shockingly poor quality of much of the rice that is sold. 
This is a form of plundering the i)ublic on which frequent com- 
ment has been made in the Press and otherwise, but it has been 
obscured in a measure by the greater evils that in many places 
there has been hardly any rice to buy and the price is out- 
rageous when there is. The condition of the rice is closely 
related to price, for even at Rs. 40 or Rs. 60 a maund it is not 
always a mauud of rice that comes to hand for the money. We 
have ourselves examined rice bought at a good price in the 
open market, and concluded from what we found that in some 
specimens pebbles were more than 30 % by weight, and dirt as 
much. That meant that the buyer paid a mauiid’s price for 
60 % of a maund and had to go to the irritating trouble of 
l)icking the stones out and winnowing the dirt away. 

The public has put up with a lot, but the scale of adultera- 
tion is breaking down its endurance. 'Fit for cattle,” is the 
description one letter before us says of "the kinds of rice 
obtainable at the fiuthorized shops,” and it says that such varie- 
ties of rice were never sold in the Calcutta markets before ; 
were it not for the black market all classes "including the 
highest” would have been forced to subsist on the authorized 
rice. Compliments to the black market have been few, but 
here is an assertion that when the quality of rice on sale is not 
properly supervised the black market has a supreme utility for 
many. In the black market, is the implication, you can get 
clean white idee ; in the authorized market you must be pre- 
pared to put up with black dirty rice. Where, asks one corres- 
pondent, is all the good stuff with which the markets formerly 
overflowed, and which presumably is still grown ? That is one 
of the thousand questions that suggest themselves in this crisis, 
and no one can ansu'er. Gresham’s Law, that bad coins drive 
good out of use, has no application to perishable goods. It 
might be supposed that with so large a part of the administra- 
tive machinery devoted to food problems half or quarter of an 
eye might be spared for tlie study of quality in what is brought 
to market. But rice is not the only commodity that attracts 
foreign bodies on its journey from producer to consumer, nor 
in Bengal the only province' where the adulterator has a good 
time.' And the man who puts stones and mud in rice is not 
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quite so low in the scale as the luaii who mixes plaster of Paris 
with wheaten (lour to give it wliiteness and weight.” 

A serious controversy arose between the Central 
Government and other Provincial Governments on the one 
hand and the Government of Bengal on the other as to the 
responsibilit) ol each party in bringing the condemned 
ioodstuff in the market. 

On October 28, 1943, Mr. Suhrawardy, the Hon’ble 
the Civil Supplie.s Minister ol Bengal, was shown, at Dacca, 
samples of rice that were being supplied, through the 
Mohalla Committee, to the people of the locality. Mr. 
Suhrawardy met this complaint with the remarLs that, 

“he had to import that bad rice from other provinces and I 
had nothing to choo.se.” 

On January 25, 1944, he asked the press representa- 
tives 

"to realise that they were getting their stuft from the Goveni- 
mcnl of Iiiditi." 

On March 1, 1914, he said in tlic Bengal Council that 

“the bad lice which had been received from other Governments 
did not do credit either to their proviiicc.s or to the honesty of 
tho.se gentlemen who had been entrusted with the task of pro- 
curing and sending rice to the Bengal Government.” 

Perhaps it was not very difficult to find out these 
■‘gentlemen who had been entrusted with the task of pro- 
curing and sending rice to (lie Bengal Government”, but, 
so far as the public know, no such steps were takep. They 
were the employees of the Government of Bengal aAd it was 
certainly not very difficult to find out the culprits and 
bring them to book. 

The Central Government pleaded ‘not guilty’ to this 
charge. 

Asked by Mr, K. C. Neogy in the Legislative Assembly 
(Central) as ‘to what did they think about the charge' 
preferred by 'the Hon’ble the Civil Supplies Minister of 
Bengal, Mr, Suhrawardy, agatusi them, Sir J. P. SriviMtava, 
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the Food Member to the Governraent ol Fiidia, said on 
February 7, 1944, that they ‘did not knenv wliat to think 
ot the charge’ and added: 

“The fact of the matter is, that this was not brought to 
our notice when rice actually reached Bengal. It has been lying 
there for some time and it is difficult to dclenniiie wlieie it came 
from at this stage.” 

Regarding what, ii any, action had been taken in the 
matter. Sir Azizul Huque, the Hon’ble Member for 
Comraerce, .said on March 1, 1944: 

“The foodstuffs at the point of despatch was the responsi- 
bility of the Bengal Government itself. A.s complaints were not 
made to the Government of India, at the time supply was 
received, it was not possible now to trace the source of supply.” 

The Bengal Government had to lace a more nasiy 
disclosure. On March 24, 1941, the Government of Orissa 
in a Press Note contradicted 

“the allegation made on the floor of the Bengal Assembly 
regarding supply of bad rice to Bengal from Orissa,” 

and stated: 

“It is alleged in particular that rice was mixed with stone diwts 
. . . The Government wish to make it clear that so far as thev 
were aware there is no fonndatiou for such allegation .... 
Vague and verbal complaint was made by representatives of 
the Bengal Government . . . but no .specific complaints backed 
by samples of the alleged bad quality of rice and other details 
. . . were made to this Government .... Moreover under the 
arrangement with the Bengal Government, it is their respon- 
sibility to satisfy themselves a.s to the quality of rice before 
despatch.” 

The Government of Bengal was silenced by these grave 
counter charges of inefficiency, corruption and of taking 
cover under false pretences. But matters did not improve 
and the people continued to suffer. 

III. Unmasked ; 

In the middle of September the Government of Bengal 
preached to the femished people of Bengal that due to 
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liansport difficulties loodstuffs could not be brought into 
the Province. II anybody tvas to blame, it was the Railway 
authoiitics and the entire responsibility rested with them 
and the Bengal (Government had no hand in the matter. 
(II that '(TOS the case, why did not they icsign?). Un- 
lortunately ior the Civil Supplies Minister, Mr. Suhrawaidy, 
the Railway authorities came out with big advcitisements 
on September 23, 24 and 2'>, 1913, in all the newspapers, 
excerpts from which lead as follows: 


“FOOD SHORTAGE 
Is Railway Tian<tl>oil to Blame 


Stduv TnijsK Facts 


ToiiiuiKus urrivintt in Calcutta aiea by East Tucliaii Railway for 
six muutlis Jamiaiy rst to Tunc }olU in llie past Ihicc voais. 


1941 

1942 

1943 


PooilRvains unrt Snt?u 

Foodstuffh 

180,212 tons 20,869 tfms 

. 87,780 „ 12,16.S „ 

204,220 „ 26,952 ,, 


Ifavc the Btcachci Woisened the Stitialiou ? 


Look at THissii Ftoures 


Average daily arrivals of foodgrains and foodstuffs by 
B. N. and E. I. Rly.s. for August, 1943. 


Daily aveiege Normal daily 
No of Wagons average 

E. I. R. . 1.38 114 

Sept, l&t to 12th (12 days) 206 114 

B. N. R. 28 15 


More Pacts 

* * * * 


They are Wasting Transkirt 

Booldng of foodgrains and foodstuffs from the Punjab was never 
stap-ped. The quota was so wagons per day before the breaches 
and has been raised to 60 and later to 80 wagons during the 
period of the breaches. Booking to- a quota of sp wagdns frOtn 
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the O. &: T. Railway and untestiicted booking fiom stations, on 
the 13. 1. Rly. was only slopped \shen tlio bieachcs occniied 
tioni July 17 th to July aisl. 

East Indian Railway.” 

(The iact o£ the matter is that the Government ol 
Bengal allowed more than twenty-fa\e per cent, of the food- 
stuffs imported Irom outside provinces to be absorbed by 
the big business concerns in and around Calcutta to the 
exclusion o£ moiussil districts, where people had been dying 
in thousands lor want of food). 

Great interest was treated in the public mind on the 
railways pleading their case through these advertise- 
ments in the Calcutta newspapers. The Government ol 
Bengal, through its undaunted Civil Supplies Minister, 
spoke out in the Bengal Council on September 24, IQ'IS, 
in anger and dismay. 

Mr. Suhrawaicly “did not know why the Railways had 
done so (made this ugly disclosure) except probably to 
exculpate themselves at the bar of public opinion, 01 
perhaps still higher authorities. 

'Tt was decided between the Railways and ourselves that 
there would be no such further talk in future and that no 
opportunity would be given to create an atmosphere either 
against the Railways or against the Government. It is a piiy 
that the Raihvays have btoken the agreement which was a}nved 
at between us." 

There wa*. a further report of a bout between the 
Bengal and the Central Governments over ihe supply of 
wagons for the movement of foodgrains. On February 1, 
1944, serious allegations were made in the Bengal Assembly 
about wastage of rice in the Botanical Gardens and at 
several station platlorms in the Jessore District. In reply 
to this charge Mr. Suhrawardy, the Civil Supplies Minister, 
‘reierring to the stacks of paddy that were lying on the 
Jessore railway platforms/' said that “tliey had been trying, 
to move them hut they did noi succeed because they 
could not get wagons.” 
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. II ^Vdgotis or Ollier means oi IrauspoiL weie iiol avail- 
able, was it nor Avorsc than useless to procure these grains 
irom the villages and to allow them to rot on station plat- 
forms? But there was something more than what could 
be made known to the public. Sir Edward Bcnthall, the 
Transport Member to the Government of India, said on 
February 28. 1913, in the Central Legislative .Assembly: 

"Movements of foodgrains in Bengal arc arranged m 
accordance with prograiiiines prepaied by the Bengal Govern- 
ment and this paddy was not included in these programmes.” 

Pcrhap.s (his revelation was mote than what (he 
Hon’ble Minister had expected. 

IV. Fact vs. Fiction : 

The following appeared on May 3, 1913, as ati advertise- 
ment inserted l3y the Civil Supplies Department, in the 
Amrita Bazar Pahilta as an explanatory note under a 
picture On Calcutta's Kitchen Front showing a housewife 
preparing chapattia for her family: 

"A.s a result of arrangements made by Oovurnmenl, large 
stocks of wheat have been arriving from Bmpire counliics and 
plenty of alia is now available in the bazar at controlled prices.” 

This was in May, 1943. On October 16, 1943, Sir J. P. 
Srivastava, the Food Member to the Government of India 
said at a Food Conference in New Delhi “that the first ship 
oj joodgtains from abroad was already unloading at an 
Indian port and the second ship was expected to arrive at 
any moment.” The second ship arrived on October 21, 
1943. How was it that the Government proclaimed in 
the month of May, i.e., nearly six months before the actual 
arrival of wheat in India, that ‘large stocks of wheat have 
been arriving in Indian ports This showed the ‘mood’ of 
the minister in a ‘tense' atmosphere. 


* Cf. the etatemeat of Mr, B. R. Sea at p. 37. 
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The bumper ‘araan’ crop of 1944 has not brought the 
expected relief to the starving people of Bengal. We 
were told that there would be enough for all and for that 
reason one should not lose heart. It was a cheering 
message and the people would be most unwilling to give up 
this hope unless stern facts force them to do so. 

What is the actual position with regard, to the demand 
on and supply of rice within the province of Bengal? The 
‘aman’ crop is said to have yielded 8,333,000 tons. With 
regard to the ‘aus’ crop nothing is known for certain. 
Conflicting estimates have been put forward by eminent 
authoritic.s. On August 13, 1943, Mr. Wood, the then 
Secretary, Food Department, Government of India, said in 
the Council of State that 

"the aus crop, if shared at one lb, per head per day, will 
provide fully for the rice requirement of the whole people of 
Bengal for upwards of go days.” 

This estimate gives us a total crop of 2 ’4 million tons. 
On October 8, Sir Thomas Rutherford, the then acting 
Governor of Bengal, in a broadcast speech said that it was 
1*8 million tons. The Department of Agriculture, Bengal, 
on January 6, 1944, placed it at 3 million tons. Accepting 
it as 3 million tons, which, on the face of it is absurd, the 
total crop is estimated at a little over 1 1 million tons. But 
Mr. Sen, the Director-General of Food to the Government 
of India, was pleased to place it at 10 million tons in 
his speech in the Council of State on November 19j 1943. 
He tether said that 

"the average atmual requirements of rice in Bengal includ- 
ing imports, were 8’86 million tons,” 

and with the total crop of the year "there should not be 
any scarcity in Bengal in 1944”. 
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. \Vc li;ivc to take* other factors into account in suppoit 
ol Mr. R. R. Sen’.s theory of sufficiency. The Central 
Government has taken tlie charge of feeding 3,000,000 or 
4-8% of the population of Bengal. The estimate is 
640,000 tons of grains for 13 months. 

The number of people who died in 1943 has been 
estimated at between 35 to 45 lakhs and there would be a 
saving of about 400,000 tons of foodstuffs on this score. 
Export of foodgrains from Bengal has been stopped and 
the present ruling prices oi rice will keep consumption and 
wastage down to the lowest limit. 

Taking all these facLs into consideration the pr&sent 
high price of rice, viz., Rs. 15 to Rs. 20 per maund, is not 
at all ju,stificd. The average people arc passing- through 
gtcat distress. Those who cannol buy rice at such a price 
and die of starvation, have died in the la.st year’s famine, 
and for this reason one docs not find dead bodies on the 
sU'cots of mofnssil towns at the present moment. 

If the food problem of 1944 is to be tackled properly, 
it is imperative that the real cause of the present high price 
should be explored without further delay. 

One of the reasons for the present high price of rice is 
that there must have been some defect in the estimates of 
the yield of the total crop for 1944. With a crop of over 
10 million tons for the year, the market would have been 
flooded with rice and it would have been by this time 
necessary for the Government to fix a minimum price for 
paddy and rice to save the producers from serious loss. 
Then the estimate of the total requirements of the province 
should be revised in the lighl of past experience. For 
consumption alone, 9-5 million tons are required on the 
basis of 344 lbs, of rice per capita per annum of 62'4 million 
people of the province.* By a second method of calculation 
we aiTive at the same figure, i.e., about 9-5 million tons. 
If the total population of 62 *4 million cohsistines; of children 


* See App^tv^ix. 
18 
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oi all ages, widows taking one meal a day, peisons taking 
rice once a day and supplementing then diet with other 
cereals, be converted to total adult population taking nce 
meals twice a day, we get a population ol i6’76 million 
souls. At the late of 5-5 mds., which is quite an under- 
estimate, per capita per annum, we require 257,’}00,000 
maunds or 9-37 million tons of rice. There has been 
practically no ‘carry over’ from 1943. The seed require- 
ments, normally, are 376,000 tons It would certainly 
require a little mote if the 'Grow More Food’ campaign is 
to be translated into action. Normal storage, even computed 
at 16 seers per capita, the minimum quantity that has been 
allowed by the Government of Bengal to the people of 
Calcutta and the suburbs to keep in stock, will require 
873,000 tons. It can be safely said that tlic village people 
with the memory of last ycat’s experience will try to keep 
away horn the market as much quantity as possible with 
the result that there would be a smaller quantity available 
lor purcliase by the people who ai'e not growers.^ Mr. P. J 
Giilliths was light when, “referring to householdeis who 
load up stocks of food”, he said in London on February 15, 
that "it is difficult to condemn the ordinary householder 
for what he might well regard as common prudence" 
When all these factors are taken together it is not difficult 
to guess the reasons for the high price of rice even when a 
bumper crop has just been harvested. 

It is high lime to think of the proper remedy when the 
country is passing through a severe scarcity of food. The 
fiist thing, still necessary is to create confidence in the minds 
of the people that Government have sufficient resources to 

^ On Marcli 16, 1944, Mr B R Sen, the Diiector General of Rood, 
Government of Imlw, said m Uie Council of State ' * "The eulli- 
valors appeared to be holding on to their aop as they had nevei done 
before— nnhke last year it wbh the cnltivalors and not tradeis or tniddle- 
meu It was estimated that in spite of the weight of the crop in the 
stirnlns area and Government piocnrement agency proceeding cautiously 
and slowly ., in, no distritl hud they brought into the market tnoie 
than SO pet cent of what they would normally have biought up to this 
time of Ihe year. In several districts it was much less than 25 per 
cent. „ , 
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meet any emcigeiuy consequent upon the produceis rc- 
1 using lo bring ilieir ( oinmodities in the market. It means 
( hat Government would go on importing wheat from foreign 
countries and keep the people iulormed of such imports. It 
is not by itself sufficient to O'eate stocks in the hands oi the 
Government only, but that there should be free movement 
of grains to the deficit province at the slightest manifestation 
of scarcity. In other words, transport facilities should be 
easy and swift. This should be done even at the sacrifice 
of the movemenl of w’ar materials from jjlace to place. 
Petrol should be fieely given to lorries carrying essential 
foodstulls as they arc done in the case of ‘essential war 
materials’ and no distinction .should be made between the 
two. It is wrong to think that weapons for killing the 
ettemy arc move net c-ssary than loot! tlvat can keep its 
own people alive. 

The quality of rice supplied lo the people of the 
province, especially to the people of Calcutta and the 
suburbs, .should be imjnovcd at once. There is going to be 
a nutrition deficiency not only amongst the civil jjopulation 
but also amongst the ‘c.sscntial labour’ population in the 
factories and workshops. The supply of bad rice has caused 
serious misgivings in the minds of the people about the 
Government's capacity to feed the people throughout the 
year. It has given rise to the idea that the stocks with the 
Government arc not only poor in quality but also in- 
adequate in quantity. It has also encouraged the people to 
store for evil days. 

The Government should themselves be conversant 
with the actual position within the country and should 
not wait till they are suddenly overtaken by uncertainty 
and unpreparedness. The Hon’ble Mr. Suhrawardy said 
on April 27, 1944, at Lucknow that “no body can say" 
whether “rice grown in Bengal was sufficient to feed her 
population" and, therefore, they should try to ascertain, at 
least, the approximate requirements and wbuld do well not 
to delude themselves with statistics of 'buraperness' which 
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have been lound lo be thoroughly iindepeiiclablc by test in 
the past. 

The policy ol the Government ot Bengal regaiding 
the procurement ot rice has not been taken very tavourably 
by the public. There tva.s a good deal of difFcvence between 
the Central Government and the Government ol Bengal 

“in the execution of the scheme as to the niiniiiuiin load 
which could be placed on the Chief Agents” 

selected tor the purchase of ‘aman’ crop from the districts. 

“On the urgent representation of the Bengal Oovernmenl, 
the Government of India have decided not to over-ride the 
opinion of the Provincial Government on this point, joi which 
opinion the Bengal Coveinnienl niuil and do accept full iCApon- 
sibility," (Italics mine). 

clisdosfed a statement of the Food Member lo the Govern- 
ment o£ India. What is the responsibility of (lie Bengal 
Government? And what are the ultimate ctlects if .such 
responsibility, on a proper enquiry, be fixed upon them? 

The ordinary trade channels have been thoroughly 
neglected in the procurement and supply of foodslun..s iu 
the Province. If some of them, as Mr. Methold said in the 
Calcutta Corporation on February 9, 1944, had been guilty 
of creating black market in the past, it was wrong to 
besmirch all of them with one black dye and refuse to 
accept all offers of help from them. The Government ot 
Bengal, in its Civil Supplies Department, is guilty ot much 
corruption and its Chief, the Hon’ble Mr. H. S. Suhrawardy 
said on September 24, 1943, in the Bengal Council: 

“that at the present moment the temptations were so great 
in the way of the officers that it was very difficult for them to 
surmount them. It was difficult to get officers to stand up to 
the temptations which could be offered by the trade.” 

It is a great blunder to keep away the private traders from 
doing their bit despite their past experience in the trade and 
their knowledge of the various local conditions — a Jack of 
which may prove to be serious handicaps to those who have 
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been newly reauited in the line. Everybody will agree with 
Mr. P. J. GriHitlis, in what he has said in the speech rclened 
l(j in an earlier portion ot thi.s article, viz., 

“Tlicre are plenty of capable olBcials in the province but 
work of this kind involvinp, purchasing and marketing opera- 
tions is one to which the official is unaccustomed and to Avhich 
in many cases it is difficult for him to adapt.” 

It would be untortunatc to disregard this advice. 

The salvation lies in selecting men who enjoy the con- 
lidence of the public and to entrust them with the task of 
finding out the real causes ol the present price position of 
rice in Bengal, and stiggcst ways and means for inducing 
people to throw more rice into the nvarket and thus bring- 
down the price. It is useless to hoodwink, the people by 
repeating untruths regarding falling jiriccs, and the conse- 
quence ol .such untruths has been in the past the cause of 
shaken coulidcncc in the Govermnent, The leaders of the 
people now in detention, are the only competent jiersons 
for the undertaking of this great task aitd bringing it to a 
happy termination. 

The Government’s sensitiveness to public criticism of 
their food policy is rather unfortunate. They have con- 
sistently opposed all forms of discussion in public and they 
made a demonstration of their ire and authority in connec- 
tion with certain articles that appeared in the first week 
of October, 1943 in die Amrita Bazar Patrika. 

On February H, 1944, the Parliamentary Secretary to 
the Chief Minister, Government of Bengal, said in the 
Bengal Legislative Assembly: 

‘'Government on October 8 last passed an order ‘that any 
matter, relating to economic conditions in Bengal, the food and 
supply situation, relief and distress and the Civil Supplies 
D^ence Services or organisations should before being publi-shed 
in the AmriLa Bazar Palrika till further orders, be submitted 
for .scrutiny to the Special Press Adviser, Calctttta, and also by 
another order prohibited the printing or publishing within the 
Province of Bengal of doctiinents containing a reference by way 
of comment or otlicrv^ise to the said order.” 
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On February 22, 1944, the Food Secretary to the 
Government oi India on his return to Delhi fioin a short 
visit'to Bengal issued a statement in New Delhi dcpiecating 
“all attempts at ‘taking Bengal into a second lamine’.’’ He 
lurther stated that “complacency or ill-considered optimism 
is one thing, but defeatism is another.” 

The leaders of the several parties in opposition in the 
Bengal Legislative Assembly headed by Mr. A. K. Fazlul 
Huq issued a statement on February 27, 19H, dealing with 
the points raised by the Food Secretary. This was not 
allowed by the Government to be published in the press. 
During a debate on the adjournment motion, on March 2, 
to discuss the banning of publication of the joint, statement 
of the leaders in the Press, the suitemcnt was i-ead out by 
the mover ol the motion, Shri K-iran Sankar Roy, and it 
appeared in the newspapers on the next day. There was 
nothing to which any reasonable objection could be taken, 
nor was it ever contended that it subsequently produced 
any deleterious effect on the food situation of tire province. 

In replying to the debate, the Hon’blc Khwaja Sir 
Nazimuddin, the Premier of Bengal, disclosed Government’s 
attitude on the matter and said that the Opposition were at 
liberty to criticise the Ministry as such but he would not 
allow any criticism oi the food policy of his Government. 
In pursuance of this policy his Government passed orders 
on Naoajug on March 24, 1944, asking them to submit 
all articles on food, etc. to the Press Adviser before 
publication.^ 


‘ order on navayuo. 

government of Bengal 
Home (Press) Department 

Dated Calcntta, the 24th March, 1944. 
• Order. 

In exercise of the power conferred by clause (fl) of sub-rule (1) of 
rule 41 of the Defence of India Rules, the Governor is pleased, for the 
purpose of securing the public safety and tire maintenance of public 
order, to order that any matter, relating to economic conditions in 
Bemgsl, the food and supply situation, relief and diatres.s and the Civil 
Defence Services Or organisations shall, before being published in Uie 
Navajug newspaper, till further orders be submitted for acmtiny to the 
Shedal Press Adviser, Calcutta. 
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IL would have been better for all concerned if the 
Government had found its way in allowing authentic news 
and reasonable comments on the food situation to appear in 
the papeis. It is desirable that the case of Munshiganj^ 
should not be repeated again. The position would be a 
thousand times worse if publication ol news and ciiticism 
of food policy of the Government is indiscriminately 
suppressed. Dr. Syama Prasad Mookerjee read a report in 
the Bengal Legislative Assembly on March 29, 1941, from 
the Superintendent of Police to the Inspector General of 
Police, Burdwan Range, purported to have been written 
in the second week of March, to the clfcct that with regard 
to rice and small coins it appeared that the situation was 
going to be a repetition of (he last year. Goes on the 
report : 

"Price of rice and paddy are ou llie increase and also arc 
disappearing froni the niarbct. . . . There has been a con- 
tinual complaint from the force of extremely rotten supply of 
viccTrom the Government Stores here. . . . The su])ply con- 
sists of a mixture of four different kind.s of rice with a liberal 
addition of .stones and the users are mostly suffering from 
stomach troubles." 

Such is the report of a responsible officer of the Govern- 
ment who is in constant touch with the real situation in the 
villages. Non-official reports corroborate the police officer’s. 

The Hon’ble Ministers of the Bengal Cabinet are 
speaking in the language they used in 1943. On January 
22, 1944, the Premier of Bengal, the Hon’ble Khwaja 
Sir Nazimuddin 

"expressed an optimistic view about the food situation, 
which he thought, would definitely improve in the near future." 

Provided that nothing in this order shall be deemed to apply to — 

(d) any matter communicated to the Press for publication by the 
Goveinmenl of Bengal or any other Government in India; 

(b) any matter already submitted for pre.<!S advice and 'passed pie,ss’ 

by a press adviser in Bengal or elsewhere in India; and 

(c) any matter constituting a actual report of actnaj news ajid 

published in type of the same size and face as are in general 
use for the presentation of news without display of any kind 
By Order of the Governor, 
Additional Secretary to the Govt, of Bengal. 

■» See "SiaeHghls", I. p. 126. 
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The Hon’blc Mr. Tulsi Chandra Goswami, the Finance 
Minister, said on March 1, 1914, in tlic Bengal Legislative 
Council: 

"I uiah to declare from this House that notwithstandiug 
what rumours may bo current there shall be no famine in Bengal 
in 1944-45.” 

This was well and good. But through the muzzled 
press, news of famine incidents appear in the press at 
times. The Aaociated Press reported from Bogra, on 
March 20, 1944, published on the 23rd idem, that: 

"Batches of destitutes are again pouring into the town in 
a very weak state of health. The body of a destitute was found 
lying on the Rang pur road for some hours while another was 
seen being devoured by vultures and jackals on the station 
approach road.” 

On March 26, 1944, the local correspondent of the 
Hinduithan Standard wrote from Sarishabari (Mymensingh), 
published on March 30, that 

"A very tragic scene was witnessed today at the very heart 
of the Sarishabari town. The dead body of a destitute woman 
was found yesterday morning in a vacant house by the District 
Board road, off Sarishabari station. The body was seen lying 
all day long wthout any arrangement for removal. At night 
jackals dragged out the body and mostly devoured it up. The 
remaining part of the body is being devoured by dogs aud 
crows in front of the eyes* of hundreds of passers-by thi:> 
morning.” 

It may be that hundreds of other incidents of this 
nature arc taking place in the countryside. But the situation 
is much better than what it was in May-December, 1943, 
but worse tlian what it was in January to April of 
the same year. It is strange that there should be such 
widespread distress at the present moment, The new 
Governor of Bengal, His Excellency, Mr. Richard Gardiner 
‘Casey, in a broadcast speech from the Calcutta Radio 
Station, said on April 1, 1944; 

‘T am convinced that there is plenty of rice in Bengal for 



NINETEKN HUNDRia) AND EORTY-EDUR 145 


aU the people of Bengal. The difficulty i& that it is unevenlj- 
distributed — some districts have too much and others too little. 
Our task is to spread the butter evenly on the bread. To do 
so we have to buy part of the surplus from those who have 
more than they need and distribute it to those who have less 
than they need. 

"There is general agreement tliat the piincijial causes of 
last year’s disaster were — a shortage of rice — the principal food- 
stuff of Bengal — poor crops, transport difficulties, the inevitable 
economic dislocation of uar, and a general administiation which 
had never been designed to meet the very abnormal problems 
uith which it ivas so suddenly faced." 

According to His Excellency there is a bumper crop this 
year and there need be no anxiety over that. All other 
defects and shortcomings have been ehhei lemcdicd or 
removed. For these reasons His Excellency was "prompted 
to say that there .should be no recurrence of famine in 
Bengal in 1944’’. He spoke about the plans of rehabililation 
of public health and economic condition of the people and 
declared "the moral responsibility (of the Governmeni) to 
do our utmost for the tens of millions of Bengalis who 
cannot help themselve.s”, who arc poor "and live in great 
simplicity and largely depend for their trell or ill being 
on the bounty of nature”. 

"What about moral rehabilitation?” and "What of 
those whose minds are still darkened by tragedy, who have 
lost confidence in themselves, in the future, and in our 
ability to prevent what has happened happening again”, — 
asked His Excellency: and he answered the question himself 
in the follosving language; 

“I do not say that a feelingr of pessuiii.sm is altogether un- 
natural. But 1 do say that it is uuiustified. I look to the 
future with confidence and I ajjpeal for confidence in the admi- 
nistration of which I am the head — ^for confidence in the deter- 
mination and ability of Govermnent to prevent another catas- 
trophe. Given confidence our path is straight and our goal 
is dear." 

Let us hope that His Excellency will prove to be a true 
prophet and that he will be able to whip his administration 
1.9 



146 - 


FAMINES IN BENGAE 


into a proper sense of responsibility that affects the “well 
or ill being” of millions of His Majesty’s subjects who have 
been placed in direct charge of His Excellency.^ 

The price of everything that is necessary for human 
existence is selling at a very high price — a price far above 
the purchasing power of the people of Bengal. Some of the 
articles, such as oil, — mustard, cocoanut and kerosene, — 
sugar, fuel of every kind, cloth, agricultural and other im- 
plements, household utensils, building materials, drugs, etc., 
are only a few in a long list. The people have become 
exceedingly devitalised and have lost all power of resistance. 


‘ The Statesman wrote on April 2, 1944, under caption A Governor's 
Forecast, which represent the opinion of the whole province : 

People in Bengal, whether Hindu, Muslim, or British, civilian or 
military, scan with vigilantly critical eve any hopeful forecasts about 
the Province’s future economic state. The public mood on the subject 
throughout the rest of India and Britain is probably similar. For this 
the reasons are simple and sound. Memories remain fresh of the long 
dismal period last year when Authority in Calcutta, in New Delhi, and 
in London was profuse in subsequently falsified assurances that no 
serious danger impended, that enough food fot harassed and bewildered 
Bengal and for India existed, and that the only need was greater trust- 
fulness on the public’s part and minor redistribution of slocks of grain. 

Over-optimistic and provenljr erroneous assertions such as these from 
persons presumablp^ in a position to know the truth, have their in- 
evitable psychological sequel. This would be true in any country; in 
India the effects are aggravated by complexities of politics among the 
intelligentsia and by illiteracy among the masses. Perhaps sentiment 
in and about Bengal, shaken by past official mistakes and infused with 
the peculiar local party rancours, is now over-gloomy about the present 
conmtions and prospects. The pettdnlum may have swung too far into 
scepticism. 

At any rate the Province’s able new Governor plainly thinks so, 
and his opinion carried weiglit, for lie is of bigger administrative and 
political stature than any who of late years has presided over Bengal’s 
destinies, and his variety of recent experience in other lands during 
times of stress gives his views objeclivi^. He has waited two prndeni 
months before prophecy, and last night in n broadcast address of attrac- 
tive Candour and; directness he declares that in his judgment there 
should be no recurrence of famine this year in Bengal. A man id his 
eminence with last year's miserable record of Governmental miscalcula- 
tion spread before him would not so speak without iiasis; and tlie 
several reasons he sets forth are substantial. We need not fecapi- 
tnlate them ; .... we commend them to careful attention. They should 
help to restore much needed confidence. 

Even before tliis important addiess the average man saw grounds 
fesr belief that Authority, if not yet ahead of the Bengal food problem, 
was at any rate almost level with it, instead of (as last year) stumbling 
tmsveiliii^^ along jhree or four stros in the rear. . . . We edn discern 
dangers of some magnitude ahead, but consider that this year with 
reasooaMfi good fottnfte they muy be surmounted,” 



NlNEThEN' hundred ^iND Ef)RTY-EOUR ; 147 

Bengal is just passing through the ‘aftermath’ of the famine 
oi it may more appropriately be said, that the famine of 1943 
IS still continuing. Reports of declining number of births 
tvith deaths mounting are now available from the mofussil 
districts. Statistics lor Dacca will depict the real situation 
prevailing in other districts also. On March 29, 1944, the 
Associated Pi ess reported that 

“23,866 person.s died in the distiict of Dacca in Januaty, 
1044, as compared nilh 7,194 deaths in January, 1943, according 
to official vital statistics. The total number of births registered 
111 the district in January, 1944, was 4,938 as compared with 
8,279 in Jaiitiaiy, 1943.” 

For February 1914, the Associated Press said on April 6: 

“1,446 pel sous died in this city due to all causes in the 
month of Febmarj* last as compared with 324 such deaths in 
February, 1943 and 248 in February, 1942.’’^ 

The leal position does not admit of any complacency. 
The ‘Schemes’ of the Government of Bengal are as 
numerous as the monsoon showers and if one per cent of 
the tvhole plan can be executed, it would mean a great deal. 
The heart, full of diffidence, quails to think of a recurrence 
of the famine. But there is hope that some beneficent 
measures® for preventing not only famine but all-round 
decadence of the Province would be taken; and the history 
of famines in Bengal up to the fourth month of 1944 is 
closed with a mixed feeling of nervousness and faith 
regarding the future welfare of our motherland. 


* Figures for pie whole district ; 1942.— 5,664; 1943—6,687 and 17,328. 

* See A-ppeWdix. 
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J'^xtiacli jiom the suiUment of the Jlon'ble Pandit 11. N. 

Kuvztu on the Famine Condjhom in Coniai, Tawluk and 
Z4-Parganas issued on Octobei J5, Jg43. 

“I arrived in Calcutta on October 4 and during the 10 days 
that I have been here I have seen something of the conditions 
of tlie people in various parts of Calcutta, the area round about 
the Diamond Harbour and a portion of that part of the Burdwau 
district which has been recently affected by the floods in the 
Dainodar and portions of Contai and Tainluk sub-divisions of 
the ilidnapur district. 

i ^ U 

"Even in Calcutta I have come across sights which ttould 
haunt any one with least sympathy for his fellow beings. 
There is hardly any part of Calcutta visited by me where I have 
not seen human beings looking like corpses and starving 
wretches rummaging the dnstbins and heaps of garbage for a 
few foodgrains. But the horrors that I saw in the Contai and 
Tamluk sub-divisions are well-nigh indescribable. 

"I was aware before 1 uent there that the sub-divisions of 
Contai and Tamluk had suffered heavily from the cyclone and 
the floods last year and some parts of them tvere flooded this 
year also. Nevertheless, I was not prepared for the appalling 
.situation that exists there. I do not want to exaggerate but I 
cannot help saying that Contai seemed to be a city of tire dead. 
I came across a few dead bodies wherever I went and* the 
women and the children presented a pitiable spectacle. In the 
villages that I saw the position was even worse tlian in the 
Contai town. The people .seemed to be in the grip of death. . . . 

"In the Tamluk sub-division, rvhiclr I understand is 
normally better than the Contai sub-division, the situation was 
not as bad as in the Contai sub-division, but even there the 
extent and severity of the distress camiot be doubled. I saw 
coriises lying about Ixith in Tamluk and in Mahishadal and 
in every village which I could visit iu the limited time at my 
disposal. It was heart-rending to see women and children 
dying before one’s eyes without being able to do anything 
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to 's>ave tlieni from death. I was credibly informed, in both 
the Contai and Tamluk sub-divisions, that iackals and doR.s 
had been attacking people in whom life was not quite extinct, 

“The official view seems to be that deaths have occurred 
mostly among professional beggars. I cannot subscribe to this 
view. One must regard almost the entire population of Contai 
as consisting of professional beggars before one can accept it. 
The ’enquiries that I made showed that the majority of those 
who were piteously asking for alms consisted of people W'ho 
ow'iied a bit of land or landless labourers before the prc,sent 
disaster overtook tliem. 

“Again we have been told on high authority that in the 
34-Parganas and the Midnapur districts rice was on sale in 
practically every hat and petty grocer’s shop. What I saw 
and the enquiries that I made compelled me to come to a 
different conclusion. Rice can be seen in small quantities in 
a few shops here and there, but it was not generally available. 
The poor people suffered not merely because of its absence. 
Tins was not merely my view, but also of those wdio take no 
part in politics and are not agaimst either the British Govern- 
ment or the present Muslim Teague Ministry. 

“When a whole province is affected even the Government 
may be unable to afford full relief to the people, but the 
.severity of the distress that prevail makes one feel strongly that 
the authorities did not realise the seriousness of the situation 
early even when the tei'rible reality could not be ignored and 
the energetic measures demanded by the occasion w'ere not 
taken. 

"The lion-official oiganisations in Calcutta and elsewhere 
have rendered yeoman’s service to the people.. The non- 
ofRcial organisations in Calcutta have no doubt obtained their 
supplies from Government, but this does not in any way 
detract from the beneficent character of their activities. 
Perhaps it would be true to say that their example has com- 
pelled the Government of Bengal to move faster than it would 
otherwise have, either m Calcutta or in tlte inofussil." 
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Extracts j)oni the Speech of the Hon'blc Pandit Hriday Nath 
Kuitzni detiveied at the University Institute Hall 
OH October igt^. 

"I have cluriHR the last ii or 12 days seeu with iiiy own 
eyes something of the tragedy prevailing in Bengal which has 
stirred the whole country to its deepest depth and has created 
a profound anxiety even in England. . . . Nothing I can 
say can adequately describe the horrors of the situation and 
the miseries that I saw painted on the face of the people. 

The sights that I have seen will, I think, haunt me as long 
a.s I live. I have seen women and children suffering uncom- 
plainingly the agonies of starvation. I have seen little children, 
exhausted by want of food, la3dug their heads submissively to 
the ground never to raise them again. I have seen women 
and children deserted by their husbands and fathers and left to 
their fate because of their inability to support their dependants. 

I have seen hospitals fuE of human beings looking like 
corpses and I have seen all this without being able to do the 
least bit in order to improve the condition of the people or to 
bring them some succoru, some aid. I have often wondered 
when I entered a hospital whether many of those whom I .saw 
before me and who were being attended to by doctors and 
nurses, would live and what their condition would be if they 
continued to live. They liave lost their vitality to such an 
extent that we would be deceiving ourselves if we thought that 
our troubles would be over as soon as the “Aman” crop rvhich 
promises to be plentiful has been harvested. 

The doctors and mtrsos in hospitals are fighting deatli 
manfully, but they recognise, recognise sorrowfully, that the 
problem that they have to deal with is not one of disease but that 
of starvation. I have not spoken to you yet of the corpses that 
met my eyes wherever I went — corpses, which 1 had been 
credibly informed, had lain in tire same place for hours and 
hours. 

I understand tlrat the Hon’fale Minister (Mr. H. S. Suhra- 
wardy) issued a statement the other day in which even at the 
present time when he and the Governor are appealing for the 
ccHopefation of all classes and parties, has appealed ig the 



APPKNDIX-PT. KUNZUU’S .^VP^KCH 


) 


161 


peasants in the name uj the Muslim League to desist from 
withholding foodgiains jiom the maiket. Could iheie be a 
greatei iiagedy for Bengal than the attitude of the MinUtiy 
which even in this tiagic situation when it requites the help 
of eveiybody to come and snppoii it, is appealing only to a 
section of the people and aie lousing feelings deb i mental to 
the best inteiesls of the population of Bengal^ 

1 have ventured to describe briefly my experiences to you 
and to tell you what I think of the manner in which the Gov- 
ernment of Bengal is approaching the problem. But I must 
say, that notwithstanding the heavy responsibility of the Govern- 
ment of Bengal for the present situation, I think that the primary 
responsibility for the catastrophe which has overwhelmed Bengal 
and the suilerings of the people in some other parts of India 
is that of the British Government and the Government of India. 
Bord I/inlithgow and Mr. Amery are primarily responsible for 
the deterioration which has taken place in the food situation. 

. . . .Had the British Government realised its primary duty 
to save the Kves of the people and not to allow people to die 
indefinitely on the altar of Provincial Autonomy, the situation 

wottld have improved long ago 

, Even if a hundredth part of what has happened in India 
had happened in England would the Churchill Government 
have remained in power ? Even if a dozen people died 
of starvation the British public would have dealt with the 
Churchill Government as it deserved to be dealt witli. Yet 
thousands of people have died in this country, without the 
British Government doing an 3 rthing but expressing their lip 
sympathy with the people and assuring that they and the 
Provincial Governments were fully alive to the urgency of the 
situation. . . . Had the British Government become conscious 
of its responsibility a few months earlier, Bengal would not 
have been in the grip of a famine for which there is no 
parallel in recent history. 

We have a right, and a moral right, to ask that the British 
Government having been weighed in the balance and found 
wanting, .should make its way for an Indian Government which 
with all its deficiencies will feel foi its .countrymen and realise 
its unity with the people, knowing that in their strength and 
prosperity lie its own strength wcl prosperity.” 
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Statement oj Di. Syama Piasad Mookeijce befote the Benaal 
{legislative Assembly on 12th Febiuary, ig~l3. 

Mr. Deputy Speaker, Sir, may I with your permission 
make a statement on the opening 'day of the legislative 
Assembly dealing with the circumstances which led to my 

resignation as a Minister I felt compelled to resign first 

because I found that the continued policy of the British Gov- 
ernment and the Government in this country was to ignore 
the claims of Indians to fuller political power, to hamper good 
government consistent with the true interests of the people and 
to weaken the forces of people’s defence against enemy 
aggression. 

It w'as not however merely on this all-India policy and 
its repurcussion in Bengal that I felt compelled to resign, but 
there were other circumstances which rendei-ed it impossible 
for me to continue in office, consistent with my self-respect. 
For the first time in history of tliis province representatives of 
large sections of Hindus, Moslems and other communities com- 
bined to work tlie provincial constitution. .1 do not ignore 
that the opposition to-day represents a considerable section of 
Moslem opinion in Bengal and to me personally nothing would 
be of greater satisfaction than to see a combination of all the 
Indian elements in the legislature on the basis of a common 
programme to fight for the rights of the people in this critical 
period of the history of Bengal. In any case, even the com- 
bination that we had Xonned under the leadership of Mr. A. IC. 
Fazlul Huq proved something too bitter to be swallowed by 
a section of permanent officials in this province and by no 
less a person than the head of tlie provincial administration 
himself, British rule tlirives in the eyes of the outer world 
on constant stri£e.s between Hindus and Moslems. And even 
a partial unity on the part of members belonging to these 
two great communities served as a night-mare to those bureau- 
crats who held in their hands the real powers of administratiou, 

Bet me at this stage briefly refer to the fundamental 
features of the coiKtitntion that governs the administration of 
the province. Indian Ministers are trotted out as Mr. Amery’s 
sliQw-boys when foreign public opinion is to be soothed 
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regards the grand appearance of provincial autonomy in India. 
The world is reminded that the destinies of millions of Indians 
are in the hands of Indian ministers responsible to the legis- 
lature. The true fact however is that while ministers have 
large responsibilities and have to justify the conduct and admi- 
nistrative acts of themselves and of irresponsible bureaucrats 
before the legislature and the public, they have very little of 
real power which lies vested in the autocratic hands of the 
Governor of the province concerned. And the Governor has 
at his beck and call the services of a small coterie of unsym- 
pathetic and unimaginative civil servants, utterly oblivious of 
the real interests of the people of the province. Apart from 
important sections of the Government of India Act which 
entitle the Governor to act in his discretion or in the exercise 
of his individual judgment. Section 52 clothes him with special 
responsibilities which can be utilised by a reactionary Governor, 
acting in close association with his chosen officers, in a manner 
highly detrimental to the interests of the people. . . . 

During my experience as a Minister I found to my utter 
surprise that in many vital matters affecting the rights and 
liberty of the people, the advice tendered by the ministers was 
invariably subject to revision in the light of the counsel ten- 
dered by the more trusted members of the services whose 
omnicompetence was almost of a divine character. . . . 

In the matter of release of political prisoners the Ministers 
were anxious to pursue a policy which while fully consistent 
with the present war emergency would at the same time help 
to mobilise public opinion of all shades in favour of the defence 
of the province against Axis aggression. Whether the recom- 
mendations affected the general state policy or individual cases, 
systematic obstruction came from the permanent officials, 
whom ministers could uot remove, ultimately backed by tlie 
support of the head of the provincial administration. The 
revised scheme of Home Guards approved by the Council of 
Ministers, calculated to lay the foimdation of a people’s array, 
irrespective of caste, community or politicis, was smmnarily 
rejected by the Governor inasmuch as the stalwarts of the 
department of law and order were not prepared to trust 
Bengalees to unite in the defence of their own motherland or 
in maintaining internal sectirity. The present situation regard- 
ing food and supply of essential commodities has taken an 
scute turn. But here also the interfering hands of the Governor 
and the policy of his oum .selected officials whom the ministry 

80 
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was bound to accept, whether it liked them or not, have been 
mainly responsible for the lack of co-ordination and for the 
failure to draw up a cotnpiehensivc scheme for the relief of 
the people at large. 

When the political disturbances due to the Congress deci- 
sion in August had not broken out, the policy of combating 
the movement was outlined by the Goveininent of India and 
such is the nature of responsible Governnient functioning in 
this unfortunate land that communication was not allowed 
to be placed before the Council of Ministers inspite of repeated 
demands made by the Chief Minister himself. A coterie of 
public servants could however see this document and they were 
ready with plans and proposals. But ministers were allowed 
access to it only after the policy had been given effect to by the 
Government of India on August 9, last. In the matter of 
appointments, an Indian Civil Servant, who was a Bengali, 
could easily be superseded by the decision of the Governor 
in spite of ministerial advice, on the plea that all appointments 
and transfers were to be made by the Governor acting in his 
own discretion under the Government of India Act. One may 
stop here and ask, is that discretion intended to be exercised 
only in favour of protecting the vested interests of chosen 
officers or the interest of members belonging to the Governor’s 
own comimmity ? Another British Civil Servant had the 
audacity to put down in writing that the rates of payments 
made to the unfortunate evacuees of Eastern Bengal were much 
higher than what they deserved and as “an Imperial officer”, 
— the words are not mine but his — (and who Mill dare say after 
this that Imperialism ivili ever die on the soil of India) — as an 
Imperial officer he refused to cany out the orders of the pro- 
vincial government. This officer still remains in power and 
enjoys a position of great trust and responsibility. Cases of 
oppression have taken place and there has been a singular 
obstinacy on the part of Uie same coterie I have mentioned, 
to resist any enquiry into such allegations. A Bengali officer 
enjoying a comparatively subordinate status had the Tourage 
to complain about the high-handedness of the militaty in some 
area in Eastern Bengal and the wrath of the coterie fell on him 
and he was ordered a summary transfer. When higher officials 
oppressed the people and transfer and enquiry were demanded, 
prestige stood in the way and truth and justice had to be 
sacrificed at its altar. This state of demoralisation and open 
defiance of elementary canons of discipline ate due to the 
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sypporl that the coterie expects to get over the head of the 
ministers themselves. Intimate consultation between Govern- 
ment House and the Secretariat behind the back of Ministers 
was a regular feature and very often the files themselves bore 
the evidence of carefully prepared designs for thwarting popular 
demands. 

The history of imposition of collective fines is another 
chapter of deliberate violation of justice and fairplay. My 
comments qn this matter were distorted in some quarters. The 
Hindus were singled out for mass punishment in respect of 
collective fines. I never suggested for a moment that the 
remedy was the inclusion of Mo,slenis as a whole. My claim 
has been and is to-day that fines should be imposed only on 
persons who can be held to be guilty according to the pro- 
visions of the Ordinance. There should be no imposition based 
on communal considerations. Just as innocent Moslems should 
be excluded, so also innocent Hindus .should be excluded, 
unless the policy of Government is to terrorise the Hindus as 
a community. We as ministers asked for the whole policy being 
reconsidered by Cabinet and demanded a correct application 
of the Ordinance in suitable cases. Would it sttrin'ise the 
Legislative Assembly to know that while the Governor was 
willing to have the matter considered by Cabinet, he informed 
the ministers without any arabigviity that whatever Cabinet 
might decide, fines already imposed must be collected and the 
policy already adopted must continue. If necessary he was 
prepared to pass orders under his special responsibility. 

The House will recall that in course of a recent discussion 
the Indian members of the legislature belonging to aU groups 
pressed Government for liberalising the conditions for admis- 
sion to the Army and for taking steps for organising a national 
miHttfl which would be charged with the solemn duty of 
defending our hearth and home. The ministry unanimously 
advocated the creation of such a militia but there was syste- 
matic obstruction from higher quartets, . , . 

The Denial Policy and the schemes for compulsory evacua- 
tion for military purposes have caused tire greatest possible 
hardship to thousands of poor people in Bengal. The Council 
of Ministers prepared a tinanimous note indicating with suffi- 
cient clearness that the Denial Policy 'Which was the outcome 
of a theory of defeatism could easily be avoided consistent with 
military requirements. Tt^at 'memorandum was not even' for- 
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warded to the Government of India and the advice ot the 
ministers, though it ultimately secured some alteration in the 
detailed application of the policy, could not undo the total 
mischief which has caused an unprecedented social and 
economic disaster in many parts of Bengal. 

I,astly, let me refer to Midnapui. I do not for a moment 
ignore that the political disturbances in some parts of this 
district were of a serious character. One can well understand 
any legitimate steps taken to combat lawlessness and open 
defiance of authority. But if a section of the people challenged 
Government, the local officers were themselves reported to have 
broken the basic canons of civilised administration and cariied 
on a relentless campaign of repression, irrespective of the guilt 
of the people concerned. Shooting of innocent people, looting 
and destruction of property, instigating one community against 
the other, attacks on women, these were amongst the charges 
that reached us from various independent sources, many of 
whom lent no support whatsoever to any subversive movement. 
Detailed information was handed over to us, including lists 
of houses that were raided and burnt by or under the diiection 
of the police and the mihtary. I handed over one such long 
list to some of the highest officials in the Home Deparlnieiit 
on the very day of the fateful cyclone of i6th October and 
urged them to see that the barbarous acts complained of came 
to a stop immediately. Then came the terrible blow from 
nature on i6th October last. One would have thought this 
natural catastrophe, which had caused such enormous destruc- 
tion of life and property, would also serve to wash away all 
the bitterness and the sore from the raiiids of the officials and 
the local public alike and bind them together in a noble deter- 
mination to alleviate human suffering. The callousness that 
I witnessed on the part of some of the officials from the highest 
to the lowest in the face of this terrible blow was something 
unparalleled in the annals of civilised administration. We have 
been taught to hate Nazi horrors. But tlie horrors of oppres- 
sion under British rule that Bengal and India witnessed during 
tire last five months compare very favourably with the reports 
that British propagandists circulate about Axis tortures in lands 
under their occupation. 

« Ik » 4. ij. 

My first charge about Midnapur is the ctimihal aud deli- 
beraife delay ia publishing the news of the havoc caused on 
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i6tli October. The Defence of India Rules have been mis- 
applied in many directions. But a more disflraceful applica- 
tion of these rules has not taken place anywhere in India. The 
happy family of civil servants suppressed the news for nearly 
a fortnight. Even appeals for help were not allowed to see 
the light of the day. The exi>lanation that was given was 
utterly devoid of justification. The fact remains that most 
valuable time was thus lost and people suffered and died for 
want of co-ordinated and organised relief. The District officer 
himself failed to rise equal to the occasion and his previous 
Iirejudice against the people, who were called lebels, prevented 
him from doing what any responsible officer was bound to do 
to mitigate the sufferings of the people. Some roads were 
cleared by him and he took some further action. But his 
frame of mind was made known to us when he sent his report 
recommending that in view of the political misdeeds of the 
people not only should Government withhold relief but it 
should not permit any non-official organisation to conduct 
relief in the affected area. Could heartlessness go any further ? 
The Governor himself after remaining silent for an amazingly 
long period called for the co-operation of all sections of the 
people for conducting relief operations. .But there was re- 
peated obstruction when we attempted to create an atmosphere 
in this district which would have placed all political contro- 
versies into the background and roused the people to a united 
sense of corporate activity in organising and distributing relief. 
Three of the Ministers including myself were in Midnapur 
about I a days after the cyclone. The sufferings of the people 
that we witnessed were beyond description. Relief was tlien 
in a hopeless state of confusion and people were denied the 
barest facilities for movement and work. We discussed matters 
with leaders inside and outside the jail. I fotmd that there 
was a genuine anxiety on the part of all to work together for 
alleviation of the great suffering that fell on the people of the 
district. What was wanted was a little bold imagination on 
the part of Government. After we retuimed to Calcutta, for 
two days we discussed the situation with the high command 
of the happy coterie at the Secretariat and 1 felt disgusted at 
the obstructive and unrealistic attitude of these so-called .public 
servants. The Chief Minister agreed with the policy of help 
and sympathy that we recommended. But here again the 
Governor’s interfering hands prevented us from doing what 
statesmanship and justice both demanded. Not only was the 
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political situation not eased in spite of offer of co-operation of 
a large number of political prisoners and many people outside 
the iail but Government pursued the mad and sinister policy 
of relief by day, and laid and repression by night. A syste- 
matic burning and looting of houses of all conditions of people 
had gone on unbridled befoie the C 3 ’clone ; even afterwards, I 
feel ashamed to state, this was pursued in some parts of the 
district in spite of Government orders to the contrary. I have 
myiielf made enquiries and I have in my possession namds of 
persons who were raided, robbed and humiliated before and 
after the cyclone. Copies of some of the lists I had personally 
handed over to high officials, but I liave never been informed 
as regards the action taken against the offenders who mas- 
queraded in the garb of upholders of law and order. Indeed 
allegations of oppression were made by people in our presence 
and in the presence of local officers but we were helpless to 
give them relief. ... I shall end by sasung that even about a 
month ago reports of raids on villages had reached us and 
they disclosed most lamentable incidents of rape and outrage of 
helpless women cariied on systematically by the guardians of 
law and order themselves. I have with me the statement of 
the sufferers themselves and they constitute a disgrace on the 
Government of this country. The police would not record 
their statements and there is none to give them protection 
against die brutalities committed by the pillars of democracy 
and liberty. I wrote to the Chief Mnister almost immediately 
after the occurrence and I am waiting from him to know what 
has been the fate of any enquiiy that might have been made 
into the allegations. Yesterday it was the Moslem women of 
Eastern Bengal who were the victims. To-day it is the Hindu 
women of Miduapur who have shared the same fate. I have 
often wondered during the last few weeks what would have 
happened if even one single white woman had been the victim 
of the lust and cruelty of people supported by the Government 
of the day. The Piess is gagged. Public opinion is muzzled. 
But tliis Blouse is yet beyond the jurisdiction of the Defence 
of India Rules. We .should unanimoixsly demand an indepen- 
dent enquiry into all such incidents. . . . 

The picture of provincial autonomy that 1 have given is 
only ’illustrative and not exhaustive, The charges I have 
brought forw'ajd are of a severe chaiacler and X have dope 
so with ft fall sense of responsibility. . . . 
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Statement of Mr. A. K. Fazlul Hiiq bejoie the Bengal 
Legislative Assembly on the sth of July, 1943. 

We meet to-day in this House under circumstances almost 
unitfue in the history of Provincial Autonomy in India. Wc 
last met on the 29th March, 1943, and our parting on that 
fateful morning took place under dramatic circumstances 
During this interval of a week and three months, events have 
taken place which have shaken the constitution to its very 
foundations and exposed the mockery of Provincial Autonomy. 

I related on different occasions the circumstances under 

which I was made to sign a previously drafted and typed docu- 
ment, purporting to be my letter of resignation as Chief Minister. 

I thought that these statements gave the public a fairly 
accurate idea of the manner in which my terra of office as 
Chief Minister had been made dramatically to terminate, and 
I need make no further statements in this House. I have 
however been surprised to find that the Secretary of State for 
India has been making, or is being made to make, statements 
in Parliament regarding the circumstances relating to my resig- 
nation ■which contain incorrect versions of what had actually 
taken place and also insinuation ■which I cannot allow to pass 
unchallenged. In the course of his statements in Parliament, 
the Secretary of State for India has remarked that I had volun- 
tarily resigned and that ray resignation and subsequent events 
“had occurred in the course of procedure trader provincial 
representative institutions.” The language used by the 
Secretary of State was mysterious, if not meaningless. I sent 
a telegram to the Secretary of State definitely protesting against 
his incorrect version of events and requesting him to ascertain 
facts before he publicly committed himself to any accoimt of 
what had taken place. I also sent a telegram to His Excellency 
the Viceroy urging him to cable correct facts to the Secretary 
of State for India. To this I received a reply that the Governor 
had been in communication ■with the Secretary of State and 
with regard to variations between my version and that of the 
Governor, the Secretary of State felt satisficed that the version 
of the Governor was correct. 

I confess I was not surprised at this reply to my protests. 
It ■was quite iti keeping with "the course of procedure under 
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provincial representative institutions in India”. It is tlie 
policy of shutting both your eyes to what your official sub- 
ordinates may be doing, known popularly as the policy of 
backing the man on the spot. It is the policy which en- 
courages officials in India to do whatever they like, confident 
ill the belief that whatever may be the measure of their guilt 
on any occasion, they will be supported all along the line by 
their official superiors. It is the policy which enabled Sii 
John Herbert, acting in “the course of procedure under repre- 
sentative institutions”, to refuse any enquiiy into the shooting 
tragedies in the Dacca Central Jail and into the blood-cmdlmg 
allegations against the officials in Midnapore. It is the policy 
which enables a Governor to ignore his Ministers and to com- 
mission a Secretaiy to send out chosen agents into the luckless 
Mofussil with plenty of unauthorised public money in their 
pockets to purchase, sell and hoard rice at their pleasure in 
order to be able to make fabulous profits while the children 
of the soil may be starving for want of food. It is the policy 
which enables a Governor to make appointments to high offices 
even in the Ministerial field of administration before, and not 
after, consultation with Ministers. It is the policy which 
enables favoured Ministers to order organised depredation into 
the hovels of the poor on the pretext of discovering hoarded 
foodstuffs, knowing full well that the countryside is already 
denuded of surplus rice. It is the policy which enables a re- 
actionary Government to gag the Press and prevent publication 
of news and to stifle criticisms of their actions. It is the policy 
which secures immunity to Ministers when they defy f>ublic 
opinion and give monopolies in trade to associates political and 
otherwise, for the purpose of amassing -wealth beyond the 
dreams of avarice to be utilised for public and private purposes. 

So far as I am concerned, my duty is therefore clear. I 
must tell the House the whole story in all its details so that 
future generations may know how India had been governed 
under the much vaunted system of Provincial Autonomy. . . , 
This duty becomes all the more imperative when I find that 
the Governor has been putting forward his own version of the 
events which I cannot accept as a correct statement of facts. 
On the other hand, I realise that I cannot make stAtemenls 
without criticism of the Governor’s action which must in the 
nature of things be occasionally adverse, and some times even 
bitter and unpleasant. Not that Sir John Herbert or his fellow 
actors- in the Constitutional Drama whose gruesome details I 
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am goinR io unfold to-day, deserve any consideiation at my 
hands. Had India been a free countiy and this Assembly a 
real Parliament with Sovereign Poweis, Sir John Herbert 
would long ago have been recalled to milder climes, to spend 
his talents on less pretentious avocations than the Governor- 
ship of the Premier Province ot India. It is hardly necessary 
to add that what I have to say about Sir John Herbert to-day 
refei's only to his actions in his official capacity as the Execu- 
tive' Head of the Province and has no bearing whatever on 
any other aspect of his character or conduct. 

» .■ •<1 * >1 

I mast tell the House that for some time after we began to 
work together, he was to me a considerate friend. . . Gradually, 
however, he began to exhibit a tendency io interfere in the 
details of the administration and to press his points of view 
with a tenacity which we felt was inconsistent with the free 
exercise bj' ministers of their own responsibilities. We how- 
ever thought that these shorf-comings were temperamental and 
would disappear in course of time. 

Towards the end of 1941, important political developments 
took place leading to the dissolution of the cabinet which had 
been functioning in Bengal since the beginning of Provincial 
Autonomy. ... On the ist of December, 1941, without any pre- 
vious indication whatsoever, six of my colleagues tendered 
something like mass resignation. Two other reisignalions 
followed and I accepted the suggestion of the Governor to 
tender my resignation as well, in order to enable the Governor 
to constitute another Cabinet. My conspiring colleagues moved 
heaven and earth to gel Hindu colleagues, but they utterly 
failed in their attempt. On the contrary, all the various 
groups in the House rallied round me, and no less than 173 
M. Ir. A.’s sent on their own account a memorandum to the 
Governor declaring that they were wihing to work the con- 
stitution under my leadership. About forty members, calling 
themselves the Muslim League Parliamentary Party in the 
Assembly, sullenly held aloof. I did my utmo."!! to induce 
them to join me in forming an aE-partios cabinet, but they 
stubbornly refused to do so. 

One would have thought that the obvious course left for 
the Governor was to call rae to form the cabinet. But he 
adopted a course which was at once unusual and unconstitu- 
tional. He waited long to see if Sir Nazimuddin could secure 

'2X 



162 


maiINKS IN XJKNGAIv 


6 

a majority and it was only when he finally despaired of having 
Sir Nazimnddin as Chief Minister, and perhaps because of 
pressure from other quarters that Sir John after lo days’ hesi- 
tation asked me on the nth December, ig4i, to form a cabmet. 
I shall not refer hero to the manner in which my Party was 
crippled by the sudden arrest of Mr. Sarat Chandra Bose before 
I took oath of my office as Chief Mmister. By the 12th 
December I was able to submit the names of 8 of my colleagues 
and I wanted time to submit some more names. The 9 ministers 
were sworn in on the i7lh December and Sir Nazimuddin went 
into opposition on the pretence of upholding the interests of 
the Muslim Deague in Bengal. 

•l: #■ * “ii « 

It was for the first time that Moslems belonging lo various 
points of view, Hindus beionging to the Congress and of othei 
schools of thought, together with various small groups and 
Scheduled caste groups all combined to co-operate in the admini- 
stration on purely national and patriotic lines. I suspect that 
such a cabinet did not appeal to Sir John Herbert and he there- 
fore hesitated to agree to the formation of such a cabinet and 
continued to evade its formation till at last he was compelled 
to give in. 

,[1 ■(: <ii ’)'• O 

Significant events soon showed that the cabinet we formed 
in December, 1941, did not find favour with Sir John Herbert, 
Sometime in January, 1942, I requested the Governor to let me 
have an expansion of the cabinet, particularly by the addition 
of a Ministers of the Scheduled castes. I also insisted on the 
appointment of Parliamentary Secretaries. The Governor told 
me plainly that no expansion of the cabinet would be made oir 
Parliamentary Secretaries appointed till the Budget had been 
discussed and passed. The budget was passed in due course 
but he still refused to expand the cabinet. Each time that I 
wanted Sir John Herbert to take up the question, he put me 
off with some excuse or other, but showed himself extremely 
anxious to get Sir Nazimuddin and some of his colleagues into 
the Cabinet, 

* » e * 4> 

I win now come bade to the consideration of events after 
the formation of our cabinet of 1941. As I have said, Sir John 
jifrbert '^as, not only unsympathetic hut in manjr cases poa- 
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lively obstructive. We felt his interference and obstruction in 
matteis of day to day administration so very keenly that we 
apprehended that we were heading towards a crisis. I accord- 
ingly addressed a letter to the Governor on and August, 1943, 
explaining to him that the situation was becoming critical and 
asking him to proceed on constitutional lines. I wrote : — 

“At a time when the implications of the Congress Resolu- 
tion have filled all ova hearts with the deepest anxiety for the 
future of India, I feel unfortunately compelled to write this 
letter to Your Excellenc3f. I wish I could avoid this corres- 
pondence. You are the Governor of the Province and I am your 
Chief Minister and your principal adviser. Our mutual relations 
impose on both of us reciprocal duties and obligations and I can 
never shirk the responsibility of intervening by means of 
friendly, but frank, advice whenever I find you are treading 
the wrong path. If I allow things to drift, I will be failing in 
my duty to you and to the people of this Province. I am 
convinced that the time has come^^when I must speak to you 
quite openly what I feel in order to avoid a constitutional crisis 
in Bengal. More than once have I sounded a note of caution 
and have told you that you have been following a policy which 
cannot but have the inevitable effect of practically suspending 
the constitution in Bengal, reducing it to a position similar to 
that of the Provinces governed imder section 93 of the Govern- 
ment of India Act. I have tried to convince you tliat, by listen- 
ing to the advice of a few officials, you ore acting as if your 
Ministers did not exist and that you were free to deal direct with 
Secretaries and other permanent officials. As the head of the 
Cabinet I cannot possibly allow this attitude on your part to go 
unchallenged. 'The pteseal letter is no mote th^ another and 
the last attempt to put matters tight, and I siucerely hope that 
this letter will have the desired effect. I am writing with the 
stem resolve to assert myself as the Chief Minister, and I can 
assure you that if it leads to a constitutional struggle between 
you as the Governor and me as the Chief Minister, I will not 
shirk from doing my duty regardless of consequences. 

“Broadly speaking, there are two classes of cases wherein, I 
regret to have to say, you have failed to act as a constitutional 
Governor. In tlie first category I will pul that class of cases 
wherein I have detected your personal interference in ahnost 
every matter of administrative detail, including even those where 
your interference is definitely excluded by the Govemmait of 
Tti dia Act. A little reflection will convince you how unwelcome 
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must be such an interterence, and how bitterly Ministers must 
resent impediments in the way of the exercise of the very limited 
powers which they possess under the Act. As it is, the Act is 
bad enough and is no better than a clever subterfuge by which 
the permanent officials have got all the powers but no respon- 
sibility, whereas the Ministers have all the responsibility and 
no powers. But the camouflage with which the Act abounds is 
so transparent that it is not difficult to detect that, beneath the 
pretentious device of Ministers functioning in a system of 
Provincial Autonomy, the real powei is still vested in the perma- 
nent officials ; the Ministers have been given a mockery of 
authority, and the steel frame of the Imperial Services still 
remains intact, dominating the entire administration, and casting 
sombre shadows ovei the activities of Ministers. Any inter- 
ference with even this limited power of Ministers is therefore 
the worst of its kind, and I regret that your record in this 
respect has in no way been a negligible one. In the second 
category I would put those classes of cases in w'hich you have, 
directly or mdirectly, encouraged sections of permanent officials 
to flout the authority of Ministers, leading them to Ignore 
Ministers altogether, and to deal directly with you as if the 
Ministers did not exist. Arising out of all this, there is also oue 
important factor, not directly connected with the cases I have 
mentioned above, but which has also contiibuted towards the 
creation of the situation which I sincerely deplore. 1 refer to 
your attitude in Cabinet meetings, where you monopolise all the 
discussions and practically force decisions on your Ministers, 
decisions which are in many cases the outcome of advice 
tendered to you by permanent officials belonging to Services 
whose traditions are fundamentally opposed to a genuine spirit 
of sympathy with the feelings and aspirations of the people. 

“I know these are very harsh words to use to a Governor, 
but I want to be perfectly frank with you. I have decided to 
carry frankness to the extreme limit, because it is my earnest 
desire to render you the utmost possible help in the difficult 
days that lie ahead of us. Whether you will accept my advice 
or not, is a matter with which I have no concern. The choice 
must lie with you. It is a question of confidence and trust 

.... Administrative measures must be suited to the genius 
and traditions of the people and not fashioned according to tire 
whims and caprices of hardened bureaucrats to many of whom 
autocratic ideas are bound up with the very breath of their lives. 
It ts to your own Ministers and not to this class of officers that 
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you should turn for advice if you de.sire to avoid pitfalls which 
have always been responsible for administrative disasters. 

me now come to facts. As regards your personal 
interference in total disregard of Ministerial responsibilities, I 
will briefly refer to only a few. There is first of all the case of 
your mandate to the Joint Secretary, Commerce and Ivabour 
Department, in April last in the matter of the rice removal 
policy. Here you acted as if the Government of India Act in 
Bengal had been suspended, and you were at the head of an 
administration under section 93 of the Act. In a matter of such 
vital importance, affecting the question of the food-stuffs of the 
people, you should have called an emergent meeting of the 
Cabinet and discussed with your Ministers the best means of 
carrying out the wishes of the military authorities and of the 
Central Government. But you did nothing of the kind. You 
did not even send for the Minister in charge of the Department, 
although he was readily available, but you sent for the Joint 
Secretary instead. You gave him orders to take up the work of 
removal at once, without caring to find out the exact position 
regarding the excess of rice and paddy in different areas and the 
best means of removal and the cheapest metliod of carrying out 
the scheme. The Joint Secretary says that when he was arrang* 
ing to carry out your orders, you grew impatient and gave him 
definite directions to arrange for the removal of excess rice from 
3 districts within 34 hours. Even then you did not consult your 
Ministers, because presumably you thought you could not trust 
them. The result has been a dismal failure so far as this 
particular policy is concerned. The Joint Secretary, in his haste 
and hurry to oblige you, advanced twenty lakhs of rupees to a 
nominee of a friend to begin the work, without any terms having 
been settled, or without any arrangements having been made 
for the safety of public money, soldy for the pmpose of 
showing that he had started earring out your orders. When 
we came to know of aU this at a late stage, we did what we 
could to retrieve the unfortunate position into which Govern- 
ment had been placed, but even then we could not avert the 
disaster. At the present moment we arc faced with a rice 
famine in Bengal mainly in consequence of an uncalled for 
interference on your part, and of hasty action on the part of the 
Joint Secretary. As regards the huge sums of money advanced 
indiscreetly under your orders by the Joint Secretary in the first 
ijistance, our legal advisers are extremely dubious if we can 
ever expect to recover the whole amount. The loss to Qovetn- 
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inent is bound to be a considerable one, and the responsibility 
Eor this needless waste of public money must be shared by you 
and your Joint Secretary. 

“Then I come to the boat removal policy. In this you 
have all along been acting under the advice and guidance of 
some permanent of&cials without taking your Ministers into 
confidence. You have even ignored one who happens to be not 
merely your Chief Minister but also the Minister in charge of 
the Home Department. You seem to have been consulting the 
Military authorities in secret and discussing plans with the 
permanent ofi&cials ; and when everything is almost settled and 
matters have gone beyond control, you sometimes talk to us 
with a view to impart information as to what had been done or 
was being done. The most outstanding instance of blunder 
which has been committed by the permanent of&cials, apparently 
with your knowledge and concurrence, has been the case of the 
prevention of boats from going out into the Bay of Bengal for 
the purpose of cultivation of the lands in the various islands 
lying at the mouth of the Delta. Some tardy recognition of the 
urgency of the situation was made when a limited number of 
boats was allowed to go out into the Bay, but it was then too 
late to mend matters. I will not go into details, nor is it 
necessary to do so. It is enough for me to emphasize that the 
whole scheme was planned in consultation with the Military 
authorities and some permanent ofi5cials, without the knowledge 
not merely of the Cabinet but even of the Home Minister. 

:k « H; 4: 4- 

“During the last few days 1 have discovered that orders 
have been passed by Secretaries either on thdr own respona- 
bilily or with your approval, explicit or implicit, by totally 
ignoring the Ministers. For instance, orders have been passed 
that the Government of India should be requested to send bads 
to Bengal all officers lent to India by the Bengal Govermueni ; 
orders have been passed that the powers exercisable by the 
Provincial Government under section 76 (JB) of the Defence of 
India Act and Rules be delegated to local officers. I was not 
consulted in these cases although they affect vital matters of 
policy. Every day some fad; or other comes to light which 
reveals how orders had been passed in important matters with- 
out die cognisance of the Mihistor concerned. T strongly 
deprecate and r^ent this procedure. After aU, I and my 
Cabinet are responsible for whatever action is taken by Govern^ 
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menl. and announced m your name. It is wholly uncoiistilu- 
lional and even unfair to saddle us witli responsibility for 
matters of which we have had no knowledge and with which 
we have had no concern. 

* 4! * m 

“You should act as the constitutional Governor and not as 
the mouthpiece of permanent officials, or of any political party. 
In other words, you should allow Provincial Autonomy to 
function honestly rather than as a cloak for the exercise of 
autocratic powers as if the Province was being governed under 
section 93 of the Act.” 

I received no reply to this letter of the and August, 1943, 
and I was surprised that even in the cotu'se of private interviews. 
Sir John Herbert never referred to the matters I had discussed 
in the letter regarding my strong criticisms of his action. It 
is significant that he never attempted to reply to any of the 
very serious allegations I had made in the letter, although 
possibly he was aU the time harbouring resentment. A few days 
later came the Bombay resolution of the All-India Congress 
Committee and the disturbances which broke out all over India 
on the gth of August. It is painful to refer to the unfortunate 
happenings in India which followed the Congress resolution, 
and Bengal naturally had more than its share of the policy of 
repression which was carried on throughout India in the name 
of suppression of what was called the Congress rebellion in the 
country. The Defence of India Rules were freely used to arrest 
and imprison prominent leadem of the people and also to impose 
what was called collective fines in areas where the disturbances 
happened to be of an abnormal character. In the case of many 
of these arrests and orders of imprisonment, I differed from the 
police point of view and also from the Governor’s point of view. 
In a very few cases, my recommendations for release were 
accepted, but I was over-ruled in every other case. In some 
cases, the evidence appeared to me lo be so slender that I 
expressed my surprise that the police should be insisting on 
orders being’ passed on practically no evidence. A few of these 
arrested persons have been released within the last week and I 
wish the materials on which th^ had been origihally arrested 
and the reasons for which my orders of rdease were over-ruled 
by the Governor, could be made public. Possibly, ■the Governor 
has agreed to the release ctf prominent politicals in order to Cover 
tile preset Ministtj^ with -short-lived glory, but the public can 
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easily see through the game. In many cases orders passed by 
me as long ago as August or September last have been allowed 
to remain unexecuted till some momentous considerations of 
State have induced the Governor to consent to their release at 
this moment just on the eve of the session of the Legislature. 

In the case of collective fines, we had tremendous difiicul- 
ties. In most of the cases the amounts imposed were hardly 
commensurate with the crimes that had been committed and 
m almost all of these cases the innocent suffered more than the 
guilty. As usualj my dissentient voice never prevailed and the 
police point of view and the recommendations of the permanent 
ofBdals found favour with the Governor. 

el. ^ ^ 

Inspite of all my eSorts to avert a crisis, time brought no 
change in attitude of the Governor. Our relations day b3' day 
became strained, and matters came almost to a crisis during the 
August and September Session of the Assembly. The European 
Party had tabled a resolution supporting all the measures taken 
by. the Government to suppress what was called the Congress 
rebellion, and the so-called Muslim League party had tabled a 
resolution expressing the opinion that the measures taken had 
been inadeiuate. Both these resolutions were somewhat em- 
barrassing to me because neither of them contained the whole 
truth. The Muslim League motion was meant as a vote of 
censure and the European party resolution was meant to extract 
a statement from the Congress groups that the repressive 
measures taken had been justified. The Assembly, however, 
broke up under somewhat boisterous scenes of indiscipline mani- 
fested by a few members of the Muslim League, but as subse- 
quent events went to show, the matter did not terminate there. 

In the meantime, the situation in the province deteriorated 
and the disastrous consequences of the mistakea rice policy 
began to manifest themselves. There was shortage of rice even 
in the most fertile portions of Bengal and inspite of loud protests 
by the people, reckless speculation in rice by Government agents 
began to deprive the people in the rural areas of even their 
ordinary requirements of food. 

I went to Delhi to attend a conference regarding the con- 
ditioa of rice and other foodstuffs and I got an assurance from 
the Government of India that all exports of rjee from Bengal 
would be prohibited. Unfortunately, however, esiport was 
never stopped and authentic reports have disclosed the deplor- 
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able , fact that even when there was a rice faniiue lu Bengal, 
exports of rice continued to go on in large quantities. It was 
at this lime that the Governor decided to appoint a rice con- 
trolling officer in place of Hon. Somerselt Butler to control all 
sales and purchase of rice and selected Mr. Mclnnes for this 
purpose. I had represented to the Governor that an Indian with 
sufficient experience of business in rice should be appointed, 
but, he was of a diffei'cnt opinion. I was surprised one day to 
hear that the selection had already been made and Mr. Mclnnes 
had been asked to join the post. I made no secret of the fact 
that I did not approve either of the appointment of Mr. Mclnnes 
or the manner in which that appointment had been made. 
Matters were becoming unplea.sant and Mr. Pinnell came to 
see me one day with the file relating to that appointment. After 
an elaborate discussion I thought that it would be useless to 
upset an appointment already made, and I therefore agreed to 
give Mr. Mclnnes a chance. I was, however, surprised to find 
subsequently some remarks made by the Governor in which the 
facts about the appointment of Mi'. Mclnnes had been very much 
distorted and there w'as also a remark by the Governor that 
Mr. Mclnnes and Mr. Pinnell should be allowed to go on un- 
checked with their own policy, and any interference on the part 
of the Ministers with their work should be reported to the 
Governor. I took serious objection to these remarks and I felt 
compelled to write a frank letter to the Governor, explaining to 
him my point of view and telling him how bitterly T resented 
the whole affair. The following is a true copy of the letter. 

88/2, Jhowtola Road, 
Calcutta, 

The gth January, 1943. 


Dear Sir John, 

I w'as surprised to receive from Mr. Pinnell a copy of 
certain notes purporting to embody the substance of our dis- 
cussions during my interview with you on the and January. 
I find on enquiry that my coEeagties have also got extracts of 
the said note which attribute to me facts which I dispute. Out 
of sheer courtesy at least, my consent should have been taken 
before the document was circujatdd. I wonder if the document 
wa^ drafted and. circulated for the purpose pi binding me down 
to dedsions which I did not approve, What is inost regrettable 

22 
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is that the document ends with a veiled threat. It raises a 
constitutional issue of vital importance which requires full 
clarification. 


Lastly, I record my disapproval of the whole policy you 
and some of your officers have been pursuing since April, 1941, 
regarding the matter of food-stufis and supplies. 1 reserve to 
myself the right to make a public statement, if necessary, that 
actions had been taken in many cases without reference to me 
and in some cases even against my wishes. 

Yours sincerely, 

(Sd.) A. K, PAztiUr, Huq. 


Sir, one word more and I have finished. I have made cer- 
tain de^ite allegations against His Excellency the Governor. I 
have charged him with partisanship and violation of his Instru- 
ment of Instructions. The charges are either true and correct, 
or false and incorrect. The public have a right to know whether 
His Excellency accepts my allegations as true and coirect or 
otherwise. His Excellency is not without his remedy. Apart 
from issuing Government communiques or Press Notes, His 
Excellency the Governor has the right to address the House and 
let the Members know his version of the various incidents to 
which I have referred in ray statement. The points raised arc 
of the utmost constitutional importance and His Excellency 
would be extremely ill-advised if he allows the public to draw 
their own conclusions from his studied silence.^ 


* Cftwnpore, July 8 —The Pioneer observes the following editorially 
as regards Mr. Fozltil Hnq’s statement in the Bengal Assembly : 

"Never since the inanguratlon of Provincial Autonomy in 1937 have 
shell serious charges been levelled against the Governor of a Province 
as Mr, A. K, Pazlul Huq now makes against Sir John Herbert, . , . But 
what we feel, the public of the province and of India as a whole have 
a right to demand, a reply from Su: John Herbert dealing adequately with 
the allegations made against him. Whatever medinm His Excellency 
choose.'! for the puijjose, whether an official ‘commnnique’ or an 
address to a joint session of the Bengal Eegislatnre, he owes it to himself 
as much as to the general public and to the Governments of India and 
Great Britain, to dear himself pf the charge so clearly set forth by his 
late Prime Hinteter of consistent unconstitiitional hehaviour,” (Tftf 
/Imrfki 'Bagttt Batrfhh) , 
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Speech of Mr. K. C. Neogy on the Food Situation dehveied in 
the Ceni)at Assembly on November 15, 1943. 

The calamity which has befallen my unfortunate province 
at the present moment is in a sense unparalleled in the histoiy 
of human civilisation. Starvation, death, pestilence, have been 
known to follow in the wake of victorious tyrants overrunning 
foreign territory. In the present instance, however, this gigan- 
tic tragedy is being enacted while a well established Government 
is functioning in the country. If we consider the acts of omis- 
sion and commission of which Government have been guilty 
in their attempt to prevent the outbreak of this famine or to 
deal with it adequately, we cannot help thinking that this 
famine is primarily a State industry, and to my mind in certain 
of its aspects it bears the hall-mark of a genuine British manu- 
facture. 

I recall with disappointment and soitow the debate that 
took place in this House three months ago when we had the 
Honourable Sir Azizul Huque as the Member in charge of this 
Department. 1 say I recall that debate with disappointment 
and sorrow because on that occasion we tried to rouse the 
Government to the necessity of taking prompt action for the 
prevention of a tragedy that was fast overtaking my province. 
I remember with disappointment and sorrow the attitude that 
was taken up by Sir Azizul Huque as the mouthpiece of an 
incompetent and callous Government in parrying all our sugges- 
tions and questions seeking information about the actual state 
of affairs in the country. At that moment in a mood of frustra- 
tion Sir Azizul Huque sought solace in Tagore's poetry. Eord 
Einlithgow was busy packing his trunks. A friend of the bovine 
species, he perhaps would have been more interested had it been 
a case of cattle epidemic in Bengal. Or was it because a sense 
of constitutional chastity prevented him from visiting Bengal in 
those days? 

The plea has been raised that this famine has been aggra- 
vated, or at least its treatment has been made difiScult, because 
of the division of re.sponsibility between the Central Govern- 
ment and the province. If it is a question of policy of repression, 
somebody has got to presS the button at New Delhi and the 
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whole country can be set ablaze j and the policy that is enforced 
throughout India, irrespective of the existence o£ a ministry 
or not in any province, is carried out faithfully in every detail 
throughout the length and breadth of the country. This 
Government has specialised in the enforcement of law and order 
of the Maxwellian variety. If, however, it is a question of 
preserving human life and providing food for the people, well, 
then comes the rub. Well, then let the Azizuls fight the Fazlnls 
and the Srivastavas the Suhrawardies, so that our friends in 
England can establish beyond the shadow of a doubt the in- 
capacity of all Indians for self-government. 

Sir, the debates that took place recently in the Houses of 
Parliament have been a great eye opener to us. The ofiicial 
spokesman mentioned all the facts except the real ones, that 
could be held responsible for this unheard of famine. 
Mr. Leopold Amery threw up his hands in holy horror, while 
contemplating the increase in India’s population during the last 
census. I have in front of me certain statistics which I have 
taken some pains to study and from which I find that whereas 
during the last three centuries and odd the British population 
has increased more than 8 times, the Indian population has not 
increased more than four times. Moreover, if we were to take, 
say, about a period of 50 years prior to the last census, the total 
increment in India is found to be about 30 per cent, whereas 
the increment in the United States of America for tlrat half 
century stood at 186 per cent., in Japan 74 pear cent.. Great 
Britain 54 per cent., Italy 46*8 per cent., Switzerland 43‘s per 
cent., Germany 43 '2 per cent, as against India’s 39 per cent. 
If we regard for a moment the progress of population in Great 
Britain and Wales, and if particularly we examine that census 
decade 1871-1881, during which Leopold Amery was vouchsafed 
to an expectant world to fulfil his Heaven-appointed mission of 
■tnesiding over the India Ofiice in his dotage, w’e find that the 
increase of population was r4’36 per cent in England and Wales. 
We are not aware that Mr. Amery protested against this pheno- 
menon either before or after his birth. Nor are we aware that 
England and Wales was swept by a devastating famine as a con- 
«iequeuce of this phenomenon. Sir, is it the case of the British 
Government that India is no longer in a position to maintain 
a larger population? If that be their case, let us exEynine it a 
little furthCTi Two speakers in tiie Houses of Parliament pointed 
out the v^y -Ipw outturn per acre of foodgrains in India. I am 
not gping trouble the House with the percentages. Taking 



AlPPENDTX — ^MR. NEOGy’s SPEECH 


173 


r^cc, I find tliat in the case of the province of Bengal, in regard 
to which we have the benefit of an authoritative conunisaion, 
the Laud Revenue Commission of 1940, which was presided over 
by Sir Francis Floud, it has been recorded that the outturn oi 
paddy per acre has not progressed since the days of Finpcror 
Akbar. If anything, it has gone down. Now, Sir, the Com- 
mission compares the yield in respect of rice of the various rice 
producing countries and points out particularly with reference 
to Japan, that although in Japan where the same problems of 
over-population and uneconomic holdings exist, the yield is at 
least three times as much as that of Bengal and in China it is 
more tlian double. I wonder if the British Government wants 
to take that as a credit and as a proof of the success of their 
trusteeship of India. Admittedly a very large proportion ol 
the Indian population has always been on the margin of starva- 
tion. Indeed it has been pointed out by many writers in the 
past that very many thousands and hundreds of thousands of 
the people really live in a state of semi-starvation even in 
normal times. Wlien therefore India got embroiled in a total 
war, was it not exjiected of our trustees to take some care to 
ensure a sufficient supply of foodstuffs for India’s population? 
Mr. Amery says that precautions were taken soon after the fall 
of Singapore. I think Singapore fell about the middle of 
Ji'ebruary, 1943. Burma soil had already been invaded on the 
gtli December, and what were the precautions taken ? The only 
constructive programme to which the Government can point in 
this connection is the starting of the ‘Grow More Food’ cam- 
paign, which was inaugmrated as “early” as the 7tli April, 1943, 
Burma soil having been invaded on the gth December, that is to 
say, about four months earlier. Moreover, what was the attitude 
of the Government of India in regard to the question of increas- 
ing the rice acreage iu Bengal? Just before Burma was in- 
vaded, the Government of Bengal was persuaded by the Goveru- 
ineut of India to insist upon an enlarged acreage under jute in 
view of problematic orders from America and other parts of 
the world. In spite of the opposition of the representatives of 
jute growers on a statutory body, the jute growers were com- 
pelled to imdertake double the acreage of what they were pre- 
pared to agree to, and this insistence went on till the a4th March, 
when the Government of lUdia permitted the Government of 
Bengal tsj order a reduction in view of the developments of the 
war, ’ It had already become too late and there could be nu 
remedy of the situation. The result was that the area^ under 
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rice underwent a shrinkage. The area under rice in Bengal m 
in the year Tg43/43 wtis 7 lakhs of acres less than in the year 
1941/42 ; and tins decrease in the acreage has partly to be 
ascribed to this policy of the Central Government in encouraging 
a larger acreage under jute than the jute growers themselves 
wanted. Then, Sir, exports continued to the Mid-East and 
Africa ; and it cannot be said that so far as the export policy 
is concerned, the Provincial Government had any say. Indeed, 
it is on record that the Ministers protested on more than one 
occasion against the policy of export in which the Government 
had indulged, but to no effect. The Government of Bengal 
really meant Sir John Herbert in those days — and the Ministers 
kept on protesting, but to no effect. In the Gregory Committee 
report a fantastic assumption has been made that the high prices 
of foodgrains really encouraged the producers to gorge themselves 
with food. A more fantastic suggestion cannot be made, and 
its hollowness has been exposed in the note appended to that 
report by the present Minister of Agriculture for Bengal, where 
he points out that not more than 10 per cent of the agricultural 
population, perhaps he uas speaking exclusively of Bengal, 
could be said to have anything like any suriilus. The rest either 
had to depend upon subsidiary occupations, because of the un- 
economic sizes of their holdings, or they just barely maintained 
themselves with the produce of their fields. The Floud Com- 
mission also made a recommendation that a very large propor- 
tion of the cultivatois really do not possess economic holdings. 
They pointed out that sq per cent, of the total population of 
Bengal represented landless agricultural labour, and that of the 
rest barely one-fifth has just sufficient land for maintenance. 
Two-fifths are cultivators of extremely small holdings. While 
these factors have been conveniently ignored by the autliorities 
in England in the course of the debate that took place in the 
House of Parliament, as also in this House by the Honourable 
Member in charge. An undue emphasis has been placed on 
hoarding. I entirely agree that hoarding has to a very large 
extent been responsible for the present famine, but hoarding on 
whose part? As pointed out by the Minister of Agriculture in 
Bengal, not more than ro per cent, of the agriculturists could 
IiosSibly be suspected of hoarding anytliing like, say considerable 
amounts whicli could niake any impression on. the markets. 

One of the factors which went to contribute towards this 
famine was referred to in the House of I*ords by Eord 
Huntuigton when he said that grain bought for the arniy and 
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army reserves must also be a contributory cause. This has 
not been referred to by any other speaker. Now, Sir, a good 
deal of discussion has taken place in the Gregory Committee as 
regards this point. We find a laboured apologia in the report 
to indicate that, after all, the army feeds the Indians who other- 
wise have to be fed by the country and, although the standard 
of consumption in the case of soldiers may be higher than the 
standard of consumption in their homes, the difference between 
the two standards cannot be very considerable ; and although 
the army is expected to hold reserves, the reserves are not at 
the present moment held up to the mark. But, Sir, there is 
one point which has got to be remembered in this connection. 
Though quantities do matter, it is not so much the quantities, 
as the simultaneous withdrawal of foodstuffs from the market 
by different competing parties, that matter. In the present 
instance, the Government of India is responsible for very large 
purchases made on behalf of the Army, as well as considerable 
purchases made for the benefit of the civilian Departments, of 
which the Railways perhaps take the lead. It is admitted that 
all the Departments of the Government of India, and all the 
Departments of the Government of Bengal, had to be supplied 
with rations at concession rates, though the details of this pri- 
vilege vary from Department to Department. In some cases, 
the entire families of the emploj^ees are entitled to be supplied 
with rations at concession rates. In other cases, perhaps the 
individual employees alone are so entitled . But, then the fact 
remains that very large purchases had to be made by Govern- 
ment for the purpose of carr3dng out this obligation. That 
meant withdrawal of large quantities of grains from the market 
simultaneously with the purchases made on behalf of the Army. 
This fact is amply illustrated by a very recent publication on 
behalf of the Government of Bengal in which it is pointed out 
that from the ist of March to 31st August 1943 the total quan- 
tity of food-grains received on Government account, including 
purchases by Government agents from outside Bengal and pur- 
chases on Government account within the province itself, 
amounted to 65*3 lakhs of maunds. Out of- this, these different 
Departments which enjoyed certain priorities, the industrial 
concerns, the essential services and so on, look away aa lakhs 
of maunda, that is to say, more than one-third of the total 
quantity that was available to the Government of Bengal, The 
despatches to the districts amounted to i6j4 lakhs of maunds. 
That is to say, out of a total of 6^ odd lakhs of maunds, the 
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districts which represent 6 crores of population, got i6ja lakhs 
of maunds. Is it, then, any matter of wonder that the distress 
was so acute and so tragic in its effects in the inlenoi of the 
province^ I find that only five days ago, a Dooais plaiitei, 
evidently an honest Briton, writing to The Statesman said the 
following : 

“What lb waiitert is llie icslarting of a fiee movement of nce and 
paddy to local liazaarb thiougUout Bengal This will happen if large 
industrial concerns lequne again to lay in stocks to safeguard then 
labour and they "Bill only be carrying on the vicious circle of the past 
year This must not be allowed to continue ” 

Sir, we had another honest Briton in the Council of State, 
Mr. Parker, admitting that he had hoarded large stocks of food, 
though for the benefit of his employees. Hundreds of Parkers 
all over Bengal contributed to the miseiy of the population by 
resorting to this procedure for the purpose of safeguarding their 
own interests. 

I expect Sir Henry Richardson to get up and explain the 
part that was taken by his friends in this particular matter. 
Nowhere else can such a thing be imagined. There was a 
mad ru.sh for seeming grains, and it is referred to in the 
Gregory Report as a scramble for supplies at ever increasing 
prices which they say had diminished supplies procurable. Who 
was responsible for this scramble'? Let Sir Henry Richardson 
answer. Between Government and the employees of labour, 
those who are understood to be engaged in essential industries 
(and the very touch of the white hand seems to endow any 
industry witli the character of an essential industry), the 
scramble went on, and was to a very large extent responsible 
for the famine which we are discussing. What did the Central 
Government do ? According to a statement made in this House, 
till 29th May 1943, there was no statutory authority given to 
the Provincial Governments to requhe employers of labour to 
submit returns of the stocks that they held for distiibution to 
thmr employees, nor to take out a licence ^for the maintenance 
of such stocks. Am I very wrong when I say that the Central 
Government is itself respohsible for encouraging employers of 
labour in this murderous enterprise of theirs? At no lime in 
the history of India the cleavage between the Government and 
the people had been brought out so clearly. Here was the 
Government supported by the capitalists whose needs must be 
satisfied at all costs, if necessary, at the sacrifice of humble 
lives. . Nobody was there to euQt&e as to whal? was happening 
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to, the people — six crorcs of people in the Province of llcu^al. 
This altitude was VC13’ forcibly expiessed by a Riitish executive 
officer in one of the P'astcin BenRal districts when he pointed 
out that the life of a pack mule belonging to the militan’ tian- 
sport department was more valuable, and deseived to be pre- 
served with greater care, than the life of people who were not 
helping in the wai effort. That tnilv lepieseiited the attitude 
of a section of the permanent officials in this countiy, i-uid that 
also’ led to the tragedy that w'e are witnessing today. 

Sir, I have very little time at niy disiiosal to deal w'ith Uie 
other points thal come to iny mind. Sir, tlie'cnp of 1113 humi- 
liation is full to the biiin. I have under the rules of procedure 
of this House to word U13' amendment as a recommendation to 
those very people who, I think, are responsible for the mis- 
fortunes of my countrymen. But, Sir, I feel that I am pleading 
at the bar of history — history^ that is not propaganda, histoiy 
that is tiuthful, history that is fair and iust to the weak and the 
oppressed, and I have no doubt about the verdict of that 
histoiy. 


APPENDIX “E” 

Extrach Jiom a slaicment of Mts. Vijayluxmi Pandii on the 
conditions in the flood and famine affected area in the 
Midnapore District, dated October s6, 1943. 

“On returning to Bengal after a period of two weeks I 
find the situation badly deteriorated. Any statement about 
existing conditions involves a contiadiction of everything w'hich 
has been said by Rfr. Aniery regarding the Bengal food criois 
during the past weeks. 

“Today the .starvation continues, but added to it, and 
further complicating the situation, is the fact that disease is 
spreading all over the province. Malaria is taking its toll and 
having lost all powers of resistance, the poor people are dying 
in large numbers. Cholera and dysmitery are on the increase' — 
the sanitation in towns and villages is neglected — medical aid 
hardly exists and even where emergency hospitals have been 

started their work is hampered through lack of medicines 

T saw three dead bodies and five skeletons between Kharag- 
pur and Contai. One body ha 4 glready been attacked and the 
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conlcnls of tlie stomach removed — a dog finishing the work 
begun by the vultures. 

In another place an, old man lav lecontlv dead — the body 
haidly cold — ^Iris emaciated liiiibs and the look on his face was 
too horrible for dcsciiption. 

One dead woman clutched pathetically to a filthy lag and 
an earthenware pot — hei sole belongings with which she seemed 
loath to part even on her journey to anothei world. 

In several places bodies had been thrown into a wayside 
pool and the stench of decomposing flesh was foul. 

Small cultivafois and labourers had sold all they possessed 
and arc migrating to the tonms in search of food. Tho.se who 
possessed a few household goods have parted with their posses- 
sions, either for a few pice or for a dole of giain. On market 
days one secs biass household utensils and women’s silver orna- 
ments for .sale at the wayside shops. 

But all this pales into insignificance in comparison with 
what is happening in the more remote villages. Many of these 
are very difficult of approach. Some of them have been entirely 
abandoned and the empty huts loll a pathetic tale The canal 
by which one goes to these villages is filthy — dead bodies have 
been thrown in and arc lying in some places in an advanced 
.stage of decomposition 

Everywhere people aie attacked with malaria and lie down 
with patient resignation to die, Imowing that medical aid will 
not be available. The Government-subsidised kitchens arc not 
only few in number but the dole given is so little that one 
begins to wonder why it is served at all. The gruel itself was 
in some district kitchens quite black. 

ii 4! H< ^ « 

I might add there were no visible signs of any sanitary 
measures in the town and when I asked for infoimation on thi.s 
point, I was casually infortned tliat it was very difficult to get 
sweepers. 

Government have sent subsidised medical practitioners into 
some arrais. These men are not supplied with quinine or any 
other medicine and are in some cases not even intcr^ted in, the 
relief of human suffering. In one village I visited the people 
■were all badly attacked with malaria and otlier diseases, but the 
doctor did not visit them in their huts — ^fhey were expected to 
feo lor hitn. 
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. It is surprising to read from tijne to time in the papers that 
the situation is improving and that food and medical aid are 
being supplied in ever-increasing measure. The reverse is the 
truth and unless ininiediate .stciis are taken the province will 
he faced with another catastrophe in the form of an epidemic 
disease. 

Hospitals are badly equipped and organised, and practically 
no arrangement is made for segregating cholera cases. In iotne 
ivstaiices such cases are lemoved lo the cremation ground before 
life is extinct and are simply thtown into the iivcf oi canal as 
soon as they ate dead. 

Children when discharged from hospital are given over to 
any institution that is willing to take charge of them and in 
cases where no organisation comes forward they are simply 
put on the street, left to their fate. Women destitutes are in 
a worse plight than the men. Cases have been brought to my 
kncnolcdge of these poor creatures being raped at night while 
lying out on the ioads. There also appear to be ceilain people 
at work who attempt lo decoy women who a»c destitute and 
without protection. No organised effort has so far been made to 
protect women. (Italics mine). 

Government must stop making false promises and give 
leasons which will convince the public that the agony through 
which the province is passing is unavoidable. 

The half-hearted attempts of the Provincial Government to 
deal with the situation have made the public distru-stful of fill 
Government promises. 

The talk one hears from officials about the easing of the 
.situation is entirely misleading. The problem facing' Bengal 
cannot be “eased” unless most .strenuous efforts are immediately 
made by the Provincial and Central Governments.” 
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Extracts fiont the note of dissent to the Food Grains Policy 

Committee Report Mi. S. M. Hossain, the Hon'ble 
Minister for A^iiculluie, Bengal. 

Tlie observation [in jiaras 8, 12 and 17 (ii)J^ to the efect 
that “dimiiitilion in the marketable surplus through increased 
holding and increased consumption by the cultivators” 
occurred this year owing to cultivators getting good prices for 
their produce is entirely wrong. [In para. 12 of Chapter II ol 
the Report] it is stated, "It is a weE Icnown fact that the maiority 
of the cultivators are subsistence fanners and in years they get 
good prices for their produce, as they arc getting now, they 
would cat more than usual and the size (the margin) which con- 
tributes to the marketable surjilus would be correspondingly 
reduced as by reason of prevailing high prices the cultivators 
have to pail with less food-grains than before for paying their 
rents and meeting other liabilities. Prices being ns high as they 
are the cultivators can afford to retain enough food-grains for 
themselve.s and their families even in a year of bad harvest,” 
For examining the validity of this argument it is necessary to 
classify the Agriculturists. Agriculturists are of 3 broad 
classes : — (i) Agriculturists possessing more than sulHcient lands, 
i.e. holding more than mere subsistence holdings, (a) Agricul- 
turists ivith just enough lands for mere subsistence and {3) Agri- 
culturists holding insufScient lands which do not give them 
even their annual food. The first class of agriculturists always 
sell tlieir surplus production after keeping enough for their full 
subsistence but their number is very limited, not perhaps more 
than 10 per cent. It is this class of agriculturists who get the 
advantage of high prices even in years of bad harvest, but they 
do not requite to eat more in such years as they alrvays get fuE 
meals and the question of eating more does not arise in their 
case. They wiE however amass money in times of abnormal 
prices aud spend it either in luxuries or invest it in purchasing 
lauds of poorer agriciElurists who have to seE lands in years 
of bad harvests. The second class of agriculturists who get 
produce just enough for annual food, are not ben^ted by the 
abnormal prices in years of bad harvest, as in suph years they 


^ Report of the Roodgrains Polity Committae, lf>43, p. IBQ. 



APPENDIX — ^MR. HOSSAIN’s NOTE OP DISSENT 181 

would not get even enough for whole year’s food and will not 
be in a position to sell at all although perhaps they may have 
to sell a portion of the crops for payment of rent and meeting 
other urgent charges. The fact of their parting with less crops 
for payment of rent and other charges will be of little advantage 
to them, as it will be a set off against the short harvest they 
reap in a year of bad harve.st, and the high prices they pay for 
other necessaries of life as prices of all commodities sympatheti- 
cally rise with the rise in the price of rice. Such agriculturists 
in a year of bad harvest have again to purchase crops for food 
at perhaps still higher rates towards the end of the year and 
so it is impossible for such people to cat more in a year of bad 
harvest. Then comes the third class — the holders of uneconomic 
area — they are always in deficit in respect of their food and in 
years of had harvest, they will be still worse off and so it will be 
absurd to think that they could eat more because of high prices. 
The theory that on account of high prices in a year of bad 
harvest the cultivators would eat more thus falls to the ground. 
Cultivators eat more in years of jilenty only, even though the 
prices be low and it is only agriculturists of second and third 
class who cat more in .such years and such more eating in years 

of plenty does not affect the food situation the theory 

that the agriculturists would eat more in years of high prices 
than in years of depicssion is absolutely wrong. . . .” 



APPENDIX “G” 


F.xUarts from the Repoii of the Anthiopology Depmtmenl of 
the Calcutta U-iiiversity on the deaths due to Famine in to 43, 
published on Febiuaiy 2t, 1043. 

The Anthroyolofiy Deiiartment of the University of Calcutta 
has carried out a sample survey of ten of the famine affected 
districts of Bengal. The statistics for eight districts have so 
far been tabulated. They cover eight hundied sixteen family 
units with a total membership of thice thousand eight hundred 
and eighty. The total deaths in these groups dining June- July, 
1943 to Nov. -Dec., 1943, has been ihiee hundred eighty six or 
ton per cent, during six months (i e., 100 per thousand). The 
method of enquiry followed to ascertain the facts was the genea- 
logical method, in which each family unit has its genealogy 
drawn up and details arc noted on its basis. This method leads 
to collection of exact facts as contrasted to the usual official mode 
of just asking the village chowkidar or at best the Pre.sident of 
the Union Board. This detail is noted as discrepancies arc likely 
to be found between these statistics and official figures. It may 
be noted here tliat in a village in Nadia surveyed by Prof. K. P. 
Chattopadhyay, the actual number of deaths during the pa.st 
year was found by him to be thirty two whereas the official 
*■ report was of seven deaths only. The wrong official figure was 
corrected after relief i\ orkers in touch with Prof. Chattopadhya 
had pointed out the inaccuracy to the officials. 

The death rate has been very different in the different areas. 
In the Kalna area in Burdwan it has been as low as fifty five 
per thousand ; in the Madaripmr area in Fnridpur, about seventj’ 
per thoiusand ; in a group of villages in Contai (Midnapur) about 
eighty per thousand. In a group of village near Chattmohani 
(Nocdchali) tliis was eighty one per thousand. In a village in 
Dacca it exceeded one hundred and ten. In Nadia one village 
gave a sample with a death rale of ten per cent and another 
twenty one per cent. A village in Howrah gave the highest 
mortality rate of twenty two per cent. As the death rate for 
Bengal do® not exceed thirty per thousand per annum, t.e., 
fifteen per thousand for ^ months, the excess mortah,^ (100-15) 
i:£ eighty-five per thousand, that is, eight and a half per cent has 
to be ascribed to famine and the pestilence that followed in its 
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wke. As some of the areas in North Bengal were nuich less 
affected than We-stern or Central Bengal or the deficit areas of 
Eastern Bengal, some reduction has to be made to estimate the 
total mortality figures for Bengal. Tl will hrobahly he an nnder- 
csHmatc of the famine to say that two Ihiid's of the total popula- 
tion -were affected mo}c or less by it. On this basis the piohable 
total nuinbei of deaths above the noima] comes to well over thiee 
and a half millions. The esthiiate is subject to prol)ab]e error 
inherent in all sample surveys, bfore exact estimates can be 
prepared only if officials work under guidance to collect data 
by scientific methods, covering a much larger number of family 
units and villages. 

As may be expected, the figures for infant mortality have 
been extremely high. The pioporfion ol children below five 
years of age has varied from thirty per cent to fifty per cent 
of the total deaths. 

A very sinister and .significant feature of the mortality 
figures i.s that the death sale among adult men is snuch higher 
than among adult loomen. In the less affected areas, nearly 
twice as many adult men have died as adult women. In the 
more affected areas, the proportion of men has been even 
higher. One consequence of this differential death rale is that 
a lai'ge number of families have been deprived of their earners, 
who are generally men. Unless a serious and planned attempt 
is made to set up this large population of women and children 
economically, and doles are granted pending such attempts, r 
high death rate may be expected to occur in this group during 
the current year (i944). Various social evils, such as prostitu- 
tion, will also increase unless adequate steps are taken to make 
these families economically self-supporting. It may also be 
pointed out that communities which do not practise or encourage 
widow remamage will show a greater decrea.se of population ten 
years heuce as the result of the present famine, than those com- 
munities which encourage such remarriage. 

The survey reveals also that a very large proportion of small 
peasants have lost all their cultivable land. In the family units 
.surveyed in the different districts, their projjortion varies from 
twenty five to thirty per cent. Another community which has 
lost its means of livelihood is that of fishermen. In some areas 
as in Dacca, many fishermen have sold their boats and nets 
during the period of food .shortage. Elsewhere, as in Nadia, 
they have not been able to pay the fishery dues and have lost 
their fishing rights. 



184 


FAMINEvS IN BKNGAI, 


Mention should also be made of the hifth incidence of 
Malaiia and olhei diseases disabliin^ a large propoition of the 
surviving earneis from doing any woik, fn some of the areas 
the proijortion of such persons (disabled earners) ivas found to 
be as high as thirty per cent at a time.” (Italics nunc). 


APPENDIX “H” 

Food and SiKUiiTv 

(Till Statesman, August /j, r()43) 

Under famine, social stabihly is not possible. Pome’s im- 
perial philosopher, wiiting in tlie midst of abundance, thought 
that castaways on a raft should gently and equally sliare their 
small store. Eut what if there is only a scrap, hardly enough 
for one? Will not iufiim human nature make them light for 
it ? When destitution conie.s, as to many it has come in Bengal, 
the first thought is survival for self and children, and many, 
here as m other lauds, will put children before sell Food must 
be found. Starving villagers, having an old belief that Calcutta 
is an eldoriido, suarin into the city, to compele with the desti- 
tute there for the aumbs that fall fioiii any able. 

So every hour of the 24 may be seen in Calcutta, and other 
towns, men, women and cluldien lying about the pavements, 
the footpaths, under bees, lucky if they are sleeping through 
the hours of hunger, wet, weak and ill, almost hopeless. Those 
who carrj' away tlie dead found in the streets do noble work, 
Eut it may be that a laige part of the gratitude felt towards 
them is for taking awaj' sights that offend the eye or nose. 

(For the rest ot the article please sec pp. 77-78), 



Thk In’kvitmh.k Akti-knuth 



.)ue or two persons amongst a group of five or more families 

Here a widow is the sole sundvor. 

[Courtesy The Sfittesnitiii, Calcutta] 
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(i) 

Public Opinion 

(The Slateiman, August i6, IQIS) 

The Gobpel refers to those who ask for bread and are ttiven 
a stone. In India the correspondinR aphorisin would say some- 
thing about those who ask for bread and are Riven more than 
their fill of .speeche.s. Put even a speech of 7,000 words, which 
dimensions one attained in the Central Ivegislature, docs not 
fill the hungry stomach. 

One featui'e of these debates which now causes Rrowiug 
annoyance is the constant calling on public opinion to rally 
behind Governments in their attempts to deal with hoarders. 
Such appeals have been heard for months ; but of the attempts 
there is little evidence. Tublic opinion will not be slow if 
Governments show who is culpable. It has the spirit ; what 
it wants is the knowledge where to apply it. If Governments 
hit at hoarders and speculators they will not find opinion 
lagging. Opinion has long been ahead of Governments. We 
hear much threatening and assertion of what will be done one 
of these da}'s. But the dearth and suffering are now and here 
and actual. Presumably these loud assertions about evildoers 
growing rich on the peoiile’s misery have foundation in know- 
ledge, Then why is it that the outstanding consequence of 
knowledge is words, arguments, hazy tlireats? 

It is suggested that the Government of India must tread 
delicately, because there is the constitution to think of, and the 
Provinces’ or Slates’ rights and susceptibilities. But if some- 
thing effective wore done to relieve the aente di.stre.ss not one 
man in a tliou-sand would trouble about constitutional propriety. 
If there are large-scale culprits whose greed makes present 
miseries, they should be ruthlessly jumped on -without further 
delay, and there ivill be applause for the jimnier. 
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ReFIvBCTXONS on DIvSASTEK 

{The Statesman, September 23, 1943) 

For several weeks, Bengal has been in famine’s grip. All 
the standard clinical signs of this dread social malady of Asiatic 
lands have been evident ; the pitiable wanderings of the 
emaciated poor in search of snslenance ; the disintegration of 
family life and attendant evils ; the mounting death-roll. 
Officially recorded weekly mortality from all causes in the Pro- 
vince’s capital has now soared to over double the normal. In 
the week ending September 18 there were 1,319 deaths, as 
against an average of 596 during the corresponding weeks of the 
previous five yeans. Since August 16, 4,338 sullevera from 
starvation have been admitted to the city’s hos])itals, of whom 
973 have died. Corpses of starved people removed from the streets 
and hospitals by the Police Coi*pse Disposal Squad and the two 
non-official agencies in the city since August i have been 2,527. 
Information from which to form any broad picture of conditions 
in the mofussil is scanty ; reliable statistics of mortality there 
are non-existent. But rqroxts suggest that iu many areas rural 
Bengal is even worse stricken than urban. 

This sickening catastrophe is man-made. So far as we 
are aware, all of India’s previous famines originated primarily 
from calamities of Nature. But this one is accounted for by 
no climatic failure ; rainfall has been generally plentiful. What 
the Province’s state wmuld now be had drought been added to 
Governmental bungling is an appalling thought. Parts of the 
Bengal District of Midnapore were indeed devastated last year 
by cyclone ; during the wet season now ending areas ip 8.-W. 
Bengal have been much flooded, disorderiirg the Province’s coin- 
munications. But those local misfortunes cannot account for 
a tithe of the present dreadful sufferings. Japan’s conquest of 
Burma’s rice exports, has been a big factotr So has the maior 
strategic switch-over within India necessitated in 1941-42 by the 
sudden Japanese belligerence, which the Viceroy-Designate 
Lord Wav^ last week vividly described in a London speech. 
This Set up sevesre internal stresses. Continued rapid growth of 
poptdation may also have bad influence. 
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. But outstandingly the largest factor has been shameful lack 
oj foresight and planning-capacity by India’s own civil (govern- 
ments, Central and Viovincial. (Italics mine). To the discern- 
ing, Japan’s hostility was no surprise ; the surprise ratlicr lay 
in it not happening sooner. Having privy knowledge of British 
military weakness in Malaya and Burma, Authority in New 
Delhi prejiumably iiiiist have envisaged loss to India of Burma’s 
rice exports, and the consequent radical ujiset in tile es.sential 
food-grains trade throughout the Basterii Provinces. Yet nothing 
effective was done to ensure that the scores of millions of nn- 
raartial people being thrust by events into the war-zone should 
have adequate nourishment. 

:|i « tk >|l H! 

We say with deliberation that the present Bengal famine 
constitutes the worst and most reprehensible administrative 
breakdown in India since the political disorders of 1930-31. 
Government, despite its ramshackle structure, has since that 
date acquired impressive aptitude for handling political troubles ; 
this was shown in 1933-34 and again last year. But it has fallen 
down heavily over a primary economic obligation. The funda- 
mental en-or was made of stumbling half-heartedly into a policy 
of controlling food and other commodities, while looking yearn- 
ingly backward towards free trade, without establishing before- 
hand the executive machinery by which the controls could be 
enforced. A spate of pajier orders poured from Secretariats, 
signifyung in practice little or nothing, and making Covemmenl’s 
fair name a laughing-stock. For more than a year there has 
been not the lea.st evidence of the authorities having any grip 
on the war-tlu'eatened Eastern Provinces’ accelerating food- 
shortage and soaring prices. Each ugly step towards the 
actuality of famine has found them staggering along several 
moves in the rear. 

To blame the bureaucracy alone would be injustice ; file- 
flattened, racially mixed, having little experience of trade, and 
with diminished belief in its ov\ti wisdom or future or even 
probityr, it is the prisoner of its owm accumulated defects, con- 
taining many fine men w'ho still strive w'holeheartedly amidst 
confusion for the peoples’ good. In Indian life are elements at 
least as causative of disaster : the nnbridled greed of mercantile 
classes, the mean hatreds among politiciaiu}, the widespread 
lack of civic sense among Uie ordinary populace. But India not 
yet being self-governing, dispropo.rtionately many of her people 
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inevitably lack both the confeired actuality and the traditions 
of public service Under the piesent .system ol government, 
responsibility for breakdown inescapably rests m the last resort 
upon Authority in Britain, and its immediate repieseutatives 
here. Every Biitish citizen is necessarily shamed and sullied 
when his Indian fellow-subjects die of starvation in Bengal. 

It is nonsense however to suggest, as some do, that develop- 
ment of famine under an autonomous Provincial Ministry 
necessarily proves India’s unfitness for self-iule. How far she 
is so fitted much perplexes us Entirely new problems have 
been created by the war ; and many progressive-minded Britons 
were bitterly disillusioned by last year’s political sabotage. But 
the lamentable second Fazl-ul-Huq Ministry of 1941-43 (from 
whose misdeeds so many of Bengal’s ills spring) bears no rela- 
tion to the piesent capable Punjab Goveinment or the several 
talented Cabinets such as Mr. Rajagopalachari’s or Mr. Kher’o 
set up by the Congress Party in 1937-39. Nor has unqualified 
autocracy in India alwas's proved efficient. Sir Cecil Beadon’s 
Administration in 18G6, when confronted with .symptoms of 
food-shortage in Bihar and Ori.ssa, assumed (the rcseinblanco is 
remarkable) tliat theie was no genuine dearth, "large stores 
being in the hands of dealers .... who are keeping back 
stocks out of greed.” A devastating famine ensued, estimated 
to have eliminated. about a quarter of the population. Bike those 
of 1942-43, the 1866 Authorities failed to recognize advancing 
calamity and were outstripped by it. 

Very different was the handling of another famine which 
Bengal remembers, that of 1873-74. Then, though twenty 
million people were affected, Government at every stage stood 
vigorously ahead of events. The Famine Commissioners later 
reported that: 

"Xheie was absolutely no mortality from starvation, ot the outside 
not more than 23 deaths could be said to have even been accelerated 
bv hunger.” 

A report in the columns of our ancestor “The Friend of 
India’^ about a single ptesmned death from starvation in May 
1874 caused elaborate Governmental investigation and noting. 
During the 1873-74 famine, high personages took direct and 
visible interest in relief-measpres. A further stimulus to 
efficiency, missing until a few days ago, apparently because war- 
time censorship has blocked it, lyas the warm-hearted vigilance 
of Bri^h public opinion. Bir Richard Temple, the then Lt.- 
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Gpvernoi' of Bengal, recorded in his "Men and Ev'ents of My 
Times” ; 

“The Indian correspondenli, of the Eondon. newspapers, especially 
‘The Times', sent vivid word-piclure.s of the coming calamity and set 
forth many considerations, the most of which was that the English 
Sovereign and nation should hold the Ooveinmeut of India answerable 
tor averting, to the utmost of its power, the conseciuences of the drought. 
This view was des eloped by tJie leading organs of opinion in England 
itself, and so far as the authorities in India could judge, English 
opinion was becoming strongly excited. . . . Tims the minds of all 
were subjected to a severe sliain and the ollicers of Government began 
to feel that they would be iuipeaclied if any failure were to occur, or if 
life should be lost ilirongh any shortcomings of theirs.” 

A xnajor disaster was eventually averted. 

^ ^ 4 ; « 

"The Eamine of 1874- was over ; the deatlis from starvation were 
so few compared to the many millions concerned, that practically there 
liad been no loss of life. The heallli of the people had been sustained, 
agriculture was unimpaired, the lesources of the country remained 
uninjured, even the resources were nearly all realised. But there had 
been a large expenditure which however had been exactly foreseen, 
and to which the Govermnenl hud made up its mind beforehand”. 

The contrast with contemporary affairs is pointed. It appears 
the more so because the Government of India’s administration 
reports during the is years after the last Great War suggested 
that modern improvements had virtually eliminated risk of 
large-scale famine from India. There would he no basis how- 
ever for contending that warnings during the last year or so 
have been absent. Many could be quoted : w'e give but two. 
On January 33 “The Times” published a letter beginning 

“The Government of India is embarking on a policy which will 
produce a famine, and cost many thousands of lives; 
and opening its next ’ paragraph with 

“In my considerable experience I know of no ^ death from statva- 
Uou in Briti,sh. territory." 

That a man now outside the Indian administrative machine 
and in another country could then write thus, ihurainates 
vividly the extent to whidi affairfe have gone wrong. We our- 
selves, in an editorial dated November 3i, 1943, criticized as 
dangerously belated the proposed establishment of a Eood 
Department at the Centre, in terms which now wear a sadly 



190 


I^AMINES IN BENCrAly 


I 

prophetic look. This is kow oiir article of lo months ago ended ; 
its generalization remains true, and can heai lepelition : 

"At least a year’s dangerous leeway has to be made up. We ' 
incline to the opinion that, should widespteacl aclmimslrative break- 
down iiefall India during the dilficnlt years ahead, which is leadily 
imaginable, there is groatei likelihood of its oiiginnting froni economic 
than from political distresses — despite the piopoitionntely much 
weightier attention which the l.ittei receive." 

.ii » 1 # 
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Seen from a Distance 

{The Statesman, October 14, 1943) 

Mr. Araery’s speeches would be more acceplable in this 
country were they less habitually smug. His Parliamentary 
utterance last Tuesday (13-10-43) on what he euphemistically 
called the Indiau food “situation” seems, ft-oni the long cabled 
text, intended to suggest to the British public that, so far as the 
Government of India and the India Office were concerned, all 
that could have been done was. The speech contained no direct 
admission of grave misjudgment on the higher authorities’ pail 
or even of error. Previous official assertions in London and 
* New Delhi that there existed virtually no food problem in India 
were overlooked. Nasty words such as famine, starvation, 
corpse or cholera were carefully avoided. The Central Govern- 
ment's unexplained and amazing omission to establish a Eood 
Department for a full year after Japan’s declaration of war 
gained no mention. 

Delighted reassurance at the prospect of quick remedy from 
London for, present ills was thus not a description applicable 
to Calcutta citizens’ feelings on reading the Secretary of State’s 
announcement. By bad luck it coincided with official disclosure 
locally that the dly’.s weekly death-roll from aU causes had 
nioonted by another 475 diuiug the last fortnight and now stands 
at the shocking total of 1,967, which is nearly four times the 
Average for the corresponding weeks of the previous five years, 
Mr. Ameiy’s speech moreover contained one particularly un- 
fortupftte remark, irritating to tempers already under some 
stress..^ “It is largely due,” he said, “to its (the Central Govern- 
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ment’b) exertions that what might have been a situation of wide- 
spread serious distress has been confined to Bengal, Cochin, 
Travancore and ])arts of the Deccan”. As an examine of the 
politician’s art of smoothly evasive meiosis this takes mcmorahlj' 
liigh place. Bengal alone contains a population larger than 
Britain’s, and the jirovincial P'ood Minister but t\\o days pre- 
viously had described her as gripped unprecedented famine 
Yet the distant ]\It. Amer> can imply that her distress does not 
by itself jnstifj' such adjectives as serious or widespread 
Tlioughtful observers on the spot will, wc think, have found 
themselves sadly out of tune, both factually and emotionally, 
with the entirety of his speech of Tuesday except on one point — 
his criticism of the previous Bengal Ministry’s mistakes. Here 
too his aptitude for understatement was manifest. 


APPENDIX "H” 

( 4 ) 

ThEC DsATH-ROUt 
(The Statesman, October i6, 1943) 

The ilecretary of State for India seems to ho a strangely 
misinformed man. Unless the cables are unfair to him, he told 
Parliament on Thursday that he understood that the weekly 
death-roll (presumably from starvation) in Bengal including 
Calcutta was about 1,000, but that it "might be higher.” All" 
the pubhely available data indicate that it is very much higher ; 
and his great office ought to afford him ample means for dis- 
covery. The continuous appearance of effort on the part of 
persons somewhere within India’s Governmental machine, 
perhaiis out here, perhaps in Whitehall, to pla}' down, suppress, 
distort, or muffle the truth about Bengal is dragging the fair 
name of the British Raj needlessly low. It contrasts most re- 
markably with the attitude taken during the famines near the 
end of the last century. Then, in the heyday of British imperial 
responsibility, though modem facilities fdr organization were 
lacking, no effort was spared to probe and proclaim the truth 
about any maladministration, so that it might be promptly dealt 
with and the blot on the honour of the Indian Empire removed. 

The Government of Bengal’s officially released daily statistics 
for deaths in hospitals in Calcutta alone during the first la days 
of October among so-caUed "sick destitutes” (the receijtly in- 
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vented Govemmenlal euphemism for starvation suftefers) }>ivc a 
total of 918. That works out to an average of 5'?s ^\eekly foi 
this one big city, whose total mortality from all caxiscs during 
the week ending October 9 w'fis 1,967, nhich is neatly four 
times the quimiuennial average. (That figure of four times 
affords ground for wider reflection). The September total for 
deaths among sick destitutes in the city was i,'X3ii, making a 
weekly average of 313. These September and October starva- 
tion figures (which it will he noted show a grim progressive fisc) 
are generally supposed to be inconi])lete, and are knoxvn to be 
so for September, ovx'ing to the two das^s’ Govoi uinental black- 
out then of news. In any case they take no account of persons 
dying from starvation in the streets. 

Official figures of .starvation-mortality for the Province of 
Bengal as a whole are unavailable to the public. There has been 
sustained outcry for them, or even for some up-to-date provin- 
cial vital statistics irrespective of starvation-mortality. The 
leader of the European Group in the Bengal Assembly on 
September 37 pleaded for information in vain. After arduous 
journalistic endeavour we incline to the belief that such .statis- 
tics do not exist. But if Calcutta’s population i.s taken at 
3,000,000 (perhaps an over-estimate), and Bengal’s at 60,000,000, 
then on the basis of 535 starvation deaths weekly for October in 
the Provincial capital there should now be 10,710 deaths weekly 
in the whole Province 

That is over nine limes, and the previous more reliable 
figure nearly eleven limes above the figm'e offered in w’riting last 
Thursday to Parliament and the British public (of whose pro- 
found anxiety about Bengal there is now welcome evidence) by 
the Secretarj' of State for India ivith all the authority and 
prestige of his high office. Many will think the wide disparity 
shocking. So far as conditions in the niofussil can be ascertained 
we believe them to be in some areas worse than in Calcutta ; 
tilts if so, would in part offset the fact of Calcutta’s ]>opulatiou 
being abnormally swollen by refugees. There is thus tliis ugly 
possibilily : adept at under-statement, Mr. Amery admitted that 
Bengal's weekly death-roll from starvation “might be higher” 
than his r,ooo ; the very imperfect official statistics available 
suggest that it might also be higher than om* 9,000 or 11,000, 
which figures have those official statistics as their shaky ba^s. 
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Bkngai, — A Deficit Province 
(I) 

Total Poimlation — 62,456,000 (1941) 

Pe'nons above IS years 0/ a/fc; 

59-2% of total .. ... , , 36,989,000 

Subtract 

Widows* (above 15 year.s of age) 
taking one rice-meal a day : 

8-3% of total . . ... 5,187,000 

= K of adult .. ... ... ... 2,598,500 

Persons taking rice meals once a 
day : 6% of total .. 3,750,000 

= }i of adult ... ... ... ... 1,875,000 

4,473.500 

Total adult.*, requiring two full rice- 
meals a dav ... ... ... . . 32,515,500 

.Idd 

lietwceii 0-3 yea is of age; 

15'5% of total ... . . 9,717,000 

= Ji of adult ... .. ... ... 2,429,250 

Between S-IS years of age; 

25*2% of totul . . . 15,750,000 

= H of adult ... ... ... ... 11,812,500 

14,241,756 

Total population reduced to ‘adults’ 
requiring two full rice-meals a 

day ... ... ... 46,757,250 ' 

say ... ... 46,800,000 

@ 5*5 mds. per annum ... ... ... =257,000,000 mds. 

= 9,370,000 tons 

Further add 

Rxport’ (tons) ... ... 100,000 

Seeds ,, ... ... 376,000 

476,000 tons 

Grand Total ... 9,846,000 ton.*. 

Available Supply (average) ... ... 8,500,000 tons 

(U) 

According to Government estimates average per capita per 
annum consumption of rice in Bengal is 344 lbs. . For 68,45e>0Q0 
persons, Bengal requires 21,484,864,000 lbs, or 9,590,000 tons 
for. consumption, 

* There ate widows who like two rite tUeaU a day ; but their number 
is more than set off by persons who are prevented from taking rice 
meala due to lUneSs. 

‘Stopped for the present. 

•26 
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Yield ol K.ice in Bengal, 1933-34 to 194^41 


Year 

Tons 

Year 

lolls 

1933-34 

8,680,000 

1938-39 

7,567,000 

1934-35 

8,273,000 

1939-40 

8,471,000 

1935-36 

7,208.000 

1940-11 

0,043.000 

1938-37 

9,805.000 

1941-42 

9,821 000 

1937-38 

9,034,000 

1942-43 

6,916,000 


1943-44 11,333,800 


Comjiarativc Puces of Ai ticks ol Daily Use in 1939 (jnc-wai) 
and Api -Nov , 1943 (duiing the Paiinnc) in Bengal 
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Building Mateiiala itua:eas,e 400% to 600% 

Cutlery (doinestie purposes) and Agruultural Implements 300% to 400% 

’ Most of the articles were not available at am piicc fiom Utne to 
time Hegtee of adulteration enhanced the valne of goods hj dtiother 
50% pr in^ 
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APPENDIX 

(a) 

The followinR iabk gives an indication of what the Bengal 
(jovernineut have clone for cj’clonc relief (7042-4'?) and famine 
relief (1943-44) ; — 

1. On graliiitous relief amount hi^eiil over lis- 4,10,00,000 

2. ^ On test relief amount spent ,, ,, 1,42,00,000 

3. For medical relief, water supply 

and other matters amount spent ,, ,, 1,00,00,000 

4. On loans granted ainount spent ’ ,, ,, 3,60,00,000 

5 Number of free kitchens run or helped over 6,600 

6. hfaximura number oi ]iersons fed daily 

at free kitchens ... ... ,, Js5S9»ooo 

7. Total number of meals given from 

free kitchens ... .. ,, 110,000,000 

8. Meals sold from cheap canteeu.s . . ,, 8,000,000 

q. Total number of people given daily 

doles in cash and grains .. ,, 40,000,000 

Articles distributed : 

10. Food grains ... ... over (mds.) 1,500,000 

11. Clothes ... ... about (pcs.) 1,400,000 

xa. Blankets and chadaus ... „ 600,000 

13. Children’s garments ... over (pcs.) 100,000 

14. Milk powder, etc. ... over (lbs.) 200,000 

15. Daily unit rations sold at cheap rates over 160,000,000 

16. Doss sustained by Government in above 

operations (ilem.s 10^15 above) about Rs. 4,00,00,000^ 

Number of Work and Poor Houses (based on information 

received upto 15-4-1944) ... ... ... 333 

Number of Orphanages (do.) . . .•• 86 

As regards combating disease, the following preventive 
public health measures were adopted by the Government: — 

Preventive staff ... ... 4,500 

Cholera inoculations per week 7,60,000 
Vaccinations per ,week ... 0,50,000 

Vaccine lymp dis'tributed from 
I.I2-43 to 25-3-44 ... 61,20,131 grains 

Vaccination and inoculations 
given from i-rT-43 to 1-4-44 iIjI39,7o 6 and 

6,908,663 respectively 

As regards medical relief, 520 hospitals have been started 
throughout the Province of which 42 are too bedded, 83 are 
50 bedded and 396 are 20 bedded. 
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(b) 

Some of the "measures” adopted by the CTOvernment ot 
India to combat food-shortage m tlie countiy . — 

Price Control Conferences: 

Fmi . October i 8 and i 9 » IQ39. Second : January 24 and 
25, 1940. Third: Octobei 16 and 17, T941. Fourth i February 
6 and 7, 1942 Fifth ; April 7 and 8, 1942. Sixth . September 
7, 1942- 

The first Conference on Food, ‘The Food (Production) 
Conference’ was held on April 6, 194a. 

The Central Government Food Department was created in 
December, 1942. 

The Central Government Pood Advisory Council was con- 
stituted in June 1942. 

Pood Conference (held under the auspices of the above 
‘Council’) : — 

First : August 1942 'Third : July 1943 

Second . December 1942 Fourth : October T943 

The Central and the Provincial Governments issued a 
'bev^ildering multitude’ of Orders, Ordinances, Press Notes, 
etc., etc., which need no enumeration for tlie .simple reason 
that they do not deserve any. These orders, etc. helped to 
make the Government’s failure in tackling tlie Famine more 
, glaring before the public. 

The following list will help in forming an idea about the 
big staff and the expenses incurred on the Central Food 
Department. 

Number of posts created since ist March 1943 by different 
salary grades: — 

Main Sbcrktariat. 


Gazetted • p.m. 


Rationing Officet 

one 

Rs. 3,500 

Under Secretary 

11 

„ 760 

( 


+300 sp. pay 

Superintendent 

Non^'gasetted ; 

1, 

,, 600 — ^40 — 800 

Assistants 

tea 

„ 200— is-’-Soo 

Clerks etc. 

... 

„ 600 

DlRkCTORAWf GSNBSAI,, FooD, 

Gazetted • 

Dy- Director General (Grains) 

one 

Rs, 3,750 

Asst. Director General (purcha.se) 


„ 3,1:30 
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Director of Grains ... „ ,, 2,000 

Asst. Director of Gtains ... „ „ 600 

Asst. Director of Grains . >, ,, 55° 

Dy. Asst. Director of Purchase „ ,, 350 — 25 — 400 

Dy. Asst. Director of Purcha.se two ,, 550 

Industrial Planning Officers „ ,, 300 

Asst. Industrial Planning Officers eight „ 175 — .loo 

Veterinary Officers .. thirty ,, 17S — 300 

No'n-Gazetted : 

Total number ... .. sixty-four ,, 300 — 2,250 

Servants ... ...forty-eight „ q6o 

Number of posts (by jiay grades) advertised and proposed 
to be advertised on March r, 1943: — 

Gazetted : P-m. 

Dy. Regional Food Commissioner one Rs. i,oao — 1,500 

Asst. Regional Food Commissioner ,, ,, 600 — 800 

Area Inspectors of Food ... seven „ r,ooo — 1,500 

Resident Inspectors ... ... fifty „ 350 — 800 

Hygiene Officers ... ... seven ,, 35° — 800 

Nom-GozeUed : 

Total number ... ... fifty-six „ 11,100 

Regional Food Commis-sioneks. 

Gazetted : ^ 

Reg. Food Commissioner, Eastern 

Region, Calcutta ... ... one Rs. 4,000 

Reg. Food Commissioner, Punjab ... „ » 2 , 7 SQ> 

Reg. Food Commissioner, Bombay ... „ » 2,650 

Reg. Food Commissioner, U. P. ... „ n 2,650 

Reg. Food Commissioner, Rajputana ... „ m 2,500 

Reg. Food Commissioner, Madras ... ,, >■ 1,900 

+ sp. pay ,, 400 

Dy. Reg. Food Commissioner, Eastern 

Region ... ... ... one „ 1,000 

Dy, Reg. Pood Commissioner, Punjab ... „ »> 1,000 

Asst. Dy. Reg. Food Com., Calcutta ... „ „ 600 

Group lyiaison Officer, Punjab ... „ r,ooo 

Nan-Gazetted : 

'Total Number ... ... ... fifty-three >, 6,000 

There are officers of the Provincial Govern raeuts, loo many 
to mention, and the Civil Supplies Department is responsible 
for the primary duty of feeding the people and heepius them 
alive, 
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[Bengal has been taken out of the list for obvious reasons. 

Territorial division with regard to the occurrence of famine as 

adopted by the Strachey Commission has not been disturbed. 

{Spellings of the names of places found in the official documents 

have been retained]. 

FiMINKS IN THE hUllRAS PrESIUENCY 

r729-.l.l — fSevere scarcity began in 1729 and culminated m 177 s 

1781-82 — ^Famine due to war with Hyder Ali. 

1790-92 — ^Famine raged from November, .1790 to December, 1792 
affecting Ganiam, Vizagapatam and Masulipatam 

1799-00 — Sevei-e scarcity in IMndignl. 

1805-07 — ^Famine in Nellore, North Arcot, Chingleput and also 
in Cuddapah, Karnul, Bellary, South Arcot, Tanjore and 
Trichinopoly. 

iSii, 1812 and 1814 — Severe scarcitie.s specially in Canarn and 
Madura. 

1823 — ^Famine in Bellary, Cuddapah, Kamul, Vizagapatam, 
Guntur, Nellore, North Arcot, Madras and Salem. 

r832-3-4 — Guntur Famine. 

„t8s4 — ^Famine ‘confined almost entirely to the Ballary District’. 

1866-67 — ^The worst affected tracts were Ganjam, Bellary, North 
and South Arcot, Salem, Madura, Malabar, Madras Town 
and Taniore. 

1876-78 — Out of twenty-one districts in the Presidency, seven, 
viz., BeEary, Kumoul, Nellore, Cuddapah, Chingleput, 
Salem and Coimbatore suffered from a really severe famine 
for an extended time. Other tracts affected were Madrura 
and Tinnevelly. 

1884 — Severe scarcity In Madura, Coimbatore and Cuddaph. 

t 88 g — Ganiam Famine. (Eord Connemara wrote in June, iSgg : 
“a large amount of distress amounting to starvation, 
existed, and that the most urgent orders and the most 
prompt action were required if many Eves were not to be 
lost by the most lingering and. dreadful of deaths/' 


‘ Eased on the .neverat Reports of ilve Famine Conunissions. 
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rfcgo-gz — Madras P'ammc. Severe agiicultmal distress iircvailed 
for over t\io years throughout the ^ladias Presidency 
111 the first six months of 1891 in the five districts of 
Ciiddapah, Nellore, Chmgleput, North Aioot and Coimba- 
tore special relief operations were found necessary. 

1896-97 — ^Kamul, Cuddapah, Bellary, Cliinglepul, and Ganiaiii 
and Vizagapatam were the districts very badly affected. 

Famines in tub Bomb.ay Prbsidbncv 

1396 — ^Durga Devi Famine said to have lasted for tuelve >oais 
and extended over the whole of Soiithein India south of 
the Nerbudda which districts were eutiiely depopulated. 

1460^ — Famine of Daiiiaji Pant. 

1520 — Severe Famine (due to military disturbances 111 the 
Deccan) . 

1577 — Famine (remembered onlj' in ICulch). 

1639-30 — The most severe famine ever kiionu before and it 
raged tluoughout the Deccan. 

1650 — Famine confined to Abinedabad. 

1659-60 — A great scarcity laged throughout India (during the 
reign of Alamgir). 

(685 — A severe drought caused the Famine, 

1718 — P'amine in Aliincdabad and Surat. 

1747 — Very .sevcie famine in Cutch, Ahmedabacl, Rewa Kauta, 
Surat, Aurangabad 

^ 757 , t766j i 774 j 1782 — ‘Four minor famines or seasons of 
.severe scarcity reported to have occurred in Cutch. 

1791-92 — “According to the traditions and recollections of it 
which still existed in the minds of the people in 1867, it 
was the severest famine ever known, and it extended in 
greater 6r less degree to the whole of the Bombay 
Presidency except Sind and to Marwar. It is remembered 
in the South Maliratta country, as well as in the adjoining 
parts as the “Dagi Bara,” or ‘skull fainiue’, from the vast 
number of the skulks of those who had perished from 
famine.” 

1803-03 — “Very widely extended famine.” Its intensity was 
most fell in Khandesh, • Ahmednagar, Sholapur, Kaladgi 
and Dharwar j in the southern part of Hyderabad, Tt 
pressed severely on Belgaum, Satara, Poona, Surat and 

Kutch. 
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iSia-r.i — “The famine was sexcrcly fell in K.utcU and Kalian ai;, 
especially in the western parts, and in Marwar ; and it 
extended Co Ahmedabad, Kana and Baroda ” 

1824-25 — “In these years considerable and widespread scarcity 
extended over nearlj the whole Presidency, but nowhere 
amounted to famine.” 

1833, 1838-39 — Scarcity. 

1845-46 — Very severe scaicily in Khaiidesh and scaicity iii 
other parts also. 

1868-69 — There was extreme local distress in Ahmedabad and 
Kaira, and a widespiead but not acute scarcity and deai- 
ness of food in other parts also. 

1876-77 — Y&ry severely affected areas were IChandesh, Nasik, 
Ahmednagar, Poona, Sholapur, Satara, Kaladgi, Belgaum 
and Dharwar. 

The affected Stales ueie; Sangli, Kohlapnr, Akalkote, 
Jatii, the South Mahralta Stales (seven in number), 

1891-92 — ^Distress in Bombay Deccan and the parts affected 
comprised tlie whole of Bijapur district, the Alhni, Ookak 
and Parasgad talukas of the Belgaum district, and the 
Gadag, Ron and Navalgund talultas of the Dharwar district. 

1896-97 — The whole of Bijapur, Sholapur, Ahmednagar, Satara 
and Nasik and parts of Poona, Khandesh Belgaoih and 
Dharvi-ar necessitated relief operations. The worst affected 
area was Bijapur. 

j:899-j90o — ^T he districts of Panch Mahals, Ahmedabad, Kaira, 
Broach and Surat (in Gujrat), Khandesh, Nasik, Poona, 
Ahmednagar and Thana (of the Central Division), Satara, 
Sholapur, Belgaum and Bijapur (of the Southern Division) 
and desert districts of Thar and Parkar were very badly 
affected. 


Pajiinbs in Uppsr India 

"Regarding the early famines that desolated Ui>per India 
very little information can be gathered from the slight and 
casual mention of them contained in history. .The following 
facts are briefly abstracted from Mr. Girdlestone's report.” 
i 84 S-“'i'Ius famine seems to have had more connection with the 
disturbed state of the country under Mahomed Toghlak 
than with drought. It is described as having been very 
dreadful in its severity, especially round Delhi.” 

— ^*A year of notable famine,” 
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“Tliib is biiui to liHve cxluidecl over all ludia ” ' 

r6f)i— “The bcene of the lainmc lay about Delhi, and the upper 
half of the Doiib ” 

1739— “The invasion of Nadtr Shah brought ianune to Delhi 
and its environs.” 

1783— “It embraced the whole country from the eastern edge 
of the Benares Province to the SuUei, and included Oudh 
and most of the Central India States.” 

1803-08— It was severely felt throughout Rohillihand and the 
I,owcr Doab, from Faiukhabad to Allahabad. 

T8ia-i3 — Famine in Rajputana. The districts of the N.-W. 
Provinces bordering on Rajputana also suffered from this 
famine. 

1819 — Scarcity in Cawnporc, Allahabad, Kalpi and Banda. 

iSas — Scarcity in “all llic districts west of Cawnpore.” 

t 8 .h 3 -. 14 — ^l^'amiuc in Rajputana, csiiecially in Mcwai and Sirohi, 
in Kotab, Bondi, Miirwnr and Bikanir. 

In BundelkhaiKl and Ilamirpur, in Ajmer and Hisar. 

1837.38— Known n.s “the most grievous famine ex]>erienced in 
Upper Inili.n .since the commencement of the British Rule.” 
The “ceutnd rogi<ui of ,exlrcme,st severity” was between 
Agra and Cawnporc, and extended to all the surrounding 
parts of the Provinces and the Native States to the 

south of) Agra.” The darkest tract comprised Muttra, 
Agra, Fanikbabtid, Mainpuri, Ftawah, Htah, Cawnpore, 
Banda and Ilamirpur. 

i860"6i — The area consisted of tire upper pari of the North- 
West Province, s and the adjoining districts of the Punjab 
bing between the Sutlej and the Jumna, and its blackest 
portion was the tract along both banks of the Jumna 
lietween Delhi and Agra. It was divided into thiee parts ; 
the ea.steru tract contained the three districts of Rohil- 
khand, Bijnor, Budaun and Moradabad ; the central tract 
consisted of the Doab districts as far down as the borders 
of Paruckabad and Etwah, which lay outside of it, and 
including only two parganas of Mainpuri ; in the westera 
tract which lay across the Jumna, the northern part of 
DeUii, Panipal, Thancssar, Umballa, were but slightly 
affected but the southern part of Delhi Gmrgaon, Muttra 
aud one patgana of Agra were visited by very severe famine. 
rSd6r-The great Orissa famine. Parts very severely affected 
were Puri, Cuttack and Balasore. “Eventually the tide of 
.36 



202 


FAMINKS IN BENGAI, 


famine raged so liigh all over Oiissa that local ineffualities 
may almost be lost sight of iu one-spreading sea of calamity. 

1867 — ‘'There'*were great distress, severe scarcity, and in some 
parts the undoubted pressure of famine.” The tracts that 
suffered most were the morlhern portions (adjoining the 
Nepal Terai) of Champaran, Tirhul and Rhagalpur. 

1868- 69 — "No tract in Rajputana escaped its (drought’s) in- 
fluence, and the states of Marwar, Bikanir and the districts 
of Ajmir and Mhairwara, felt it with frightful severity.” 

North-West Provinces . “This jirovince felt only the 
fringe of the calamity . . The part which suffered most 

was the trans-Jumna tract, which includes a portion of 
hfuttra, Agra, and Allahabad, the whole of Banda, Harair- 
pur, Jalaun, Jhausi and Talitpur. In the two latter dis- 
tricts the famine was severe.” 

Punjab. "The worst part \\a,s the Ilissar Division 
(containing the Hissar, Rohtak and Sirsa Districts) and the 
Karnal Distnet. 

Central Proviuce.s . The part most scvei ely affected 
was the northern part of the Saugor, Dainoh and Jubhol- 
porc Districts ... In parts of Bhandma, Balagbat, Raipur 
and Bilaspur, there were very severe distress, almost 
amounting to famine,” 

t87.?'74 — North-Western Proviuce.s : There were two separate 
distressed areas, first the Sub-Himalayatr tract in the east 
of the province comprising tire noithcrn portion of the 
Districts of Gorakhpur and Basli . . . The second trad 
includes most of Bundelkhand, that is Jhausi, Banda and 
Hamirpnr. Bihar ; Scarcity. Oudli : Scarcity in the north- 
ern part of tlio districts of Baraich and Gouda, 

1875-76 — Scarcity. 

18^7-78 — ^North-Western Provinces and Oudh : Scarcity. "The 
area of severest distress was Agra and Muttra, (Azimgarh, 
Gorakhpur and Basti), In Oudh severe distress was con- 
fined to Ducknow, Bsra Banki and Rai Bareli districts.” 
peaking broadly, severe dittess was confined to the 
RohlDchand diviaibn^ MoradabVd excepted, the Ag;ra and 
Muttra districts and the country lying round the tri-junc- 
tion of the Imeknow, Rai Bareli an6»Bara Banki districts.” 

rSSo—Allahabad, Dneknow and Benares divisions suffered badly 
from scarcity. 
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:8S4 — Severe scarcity in the .southern Punjab, con]prisiui> the 
Kariial, Delhi, Gurgaoii, Rohtak and Hissar districts, 

:886-87 —Scarcity iii Bilaspur and Raipur Districts in Chhattisli- 
s^arh Division of the Central Provinces. 

[88Q-S9 — Scarcity in Clminparaii, Muzafiiariair and Daibhan^pi .'i 
Behar. 

[Sqo — Scarcity in the Kuinaon and Garhnal distiicts (jf tlu 
North-l’t'estern Provinces and Oudh 

1890-93 — Severe distress in Ajmer-Menvara. 

1896-97 — Severe distress in the four districts of Banda, Haraii- 
pur, Jhansi, and Jalaun which "fonn the territory known 
as British Bundelkhand, and are situated in the AUahabiul 
division of the North-Western Provinces.” Distress 
advanced to the adjacent district of Allahabad in 1895. 

Behar (Beng-al) : Shahabad, Saran, Champaran, 
Muzaffarpur, Darbhanga, Bhagalpnr, Sonthal Perganas, 
Hazaribagh, Manbhuin, Palamau. (Bengal Proper : 
Bankura, Nadia, Mnrshidabad, Khtilna) ; Puri. 

Central Provinces ; Distress was officially recognised to 
prevail throughout the Central Provinces in the end of 1896 
but in the three districts of Saugor, Damoh, and Jabalpur it 
evidently began in 1894 and continued with more or less 
.severity till it culminated in the famine of 1896-57. 

Punjab : The arca.s affected were the greater part of 
the Hissar district and portions of Gurgaon, Delhi, Rohtalc, 
Karnal and Umballa districts. 

1899-1900 — ^The w‘orst affected areas were the Central Provinces 
and Berar, In the Central Provinces, Betul, Raipur, Bilas- 
pur and in Berar, the Buldaua districts, witnessed the worst 
phases of famine. In the Pubjab, Hissar, Rolitak, 
Gurgaon, Delhi and Karnal districts and Ajmer Marwara 
ivere severely affected. 
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Non-Officiai, REr,iaF 

If official ;oaf>asuiesi foi famine lelicf can he assessed by tlu' 
money spent, it is difficult to foim even a lounb idea of the 
extent and total cost of iioii-official help rendered voluntarily 
by the people of Bengal. The non-official organisations started 
very eaily and continued till the signs of distiess had almost 
disappeared While every bit of service rendered to or on 
behalf of the Government had to be purchased bj’- money, 
non-official service ivas wholly gratuitous and money Was . 
actually spent only for the puichase and transport of food- 
stuffs and other necessaries fot the destitutes. It was a troineu- 
dous task to secure leqiiisite quantities of foodgrains, drugs 
and clothings even with money. A large number of relief 
Idtchens were started in- almost eveiy part of the country, some 
of which weie supplied with lice (mostly weak and worm-eaten) 
and a small quantity of dal (pulses) at reduced prices by the 
Government. These organisations hud to pay for transport of 
goods from Government stores, meet all costs incidental to the 
preparation and distribution of ‘gruel’ out of voluntary local subs- 
criptions At a very late stage, when local committees were 
no longer able to pay the price, loodgrains, often in iusnfficient’ 
quantities, were supplied free by the Government. Movements iS 
of grains through the railways were extremely difficult as the > 
whole machinery of transport had been taken over by the , 
Governmeflt at an earlier stage. Private lorries could not move 
for want of petrol and the ‘Denial Policy’ had rendered river 
.transport impossible. 

Monetary help came from far and near — even from foieign 
countries. And spontaneous expressions of sympathy from out- 
side sustained the workers through the ordeal. Compared wdth 
the service rendered by voluntary organisations, the Go'^em-' 
mental measures look rather very small ; and it can be said), 
without any fear of contradiction that but for non-official help,)* 
both organisational and individual, the disastejt Would havdi 
assumed a much larger proportion than it actually did. 

With regard to official measures tlie following remark of the! 
Pamifle Commissioners is as cogent in 1943 as it was in 1866 ; 

"If is only to ragreited that so many letters, so many 
projects and so mneh need, should have ended in so little prad- 
Ucal result as we shall 'find to have been the case, and that so 
mutch should have failed owing to ike w/int of a common undetn, 
standing between the different aitthaiiLies/^ — Report of the 
P'mrlno Conjtnt^sion, 1867, para 346, 




